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Abstract

“A Decorator in the Best Sense”: Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Lilly Reich, the Fabric
Curtain Partition, and the Articulation of the German Modern Interior
by
Marianne Eggler

Advisor: Rosemarie Haag Bletter
Contributing to the burgeoning study of the domestic interior, a field of inquiry existing in
the interstices of architecture, design, interior decoration, and material culture, this dissertation
presents a thematic study of the modern domestic interiors of German/American
architect/designer Ludwig Mies van der Rohe (1886–1965) designed in collaboration with fellow
German architect/designer Lilly Reich (1885–1947) during the 1920s and early 1930s in Weimar
Germany. Inspired by a revealing but hitherto overlooked statement by Philip Johnson in the
catalogue for the influential 1932 International Style exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art in
New York that referred to Mies as “a decorator in the best sense,” it focuses primarily on a
particular aspect of Mies’s and Reich’s interiors, the moveable fabric partition wall, through the
lens of the modernist bias against decoration and the hierarchical relationship between
architecture and interior decorating. Reich’s significance as Mies’s partner, both professional
and personal, is considered in relation to that gendered bias.
An underexplored but consistent feature of the Neues Bauen (modern architecture in
Germany), the curtain partition was a central functional component in Mies’s celebrated open or
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free plan that also operated on a number of complex symbolic levels. Comprising both soft
furnishing (an element of interior decor) and architectural form, the fabric wall was highly
referential and innately opulent rather than reductive and abstract, reflecting key aspects of
Weimar culture with its emphasis on dynamic movement, while on a more private level,
indicative of a conception of domesticity undergoing profound change.
Using an interdisciplinary methodological approach, this study analyzes the curtain
partition of Mies and Reich in relation to a series of significant themes, including functionalism
and the nature of materials, interiority, domesticity, the decorative, the European fascination
with the “primitive,” the tension between the timeless and the fashionable, constructions of
gender and identity, and viewer subjectivity and reception. Operating as a kind of hinge between
architecture and interior design/decoration, between opulence and simplicity, structure and
surface, and historicism and modernism, the soft partitions of Mies and Reich constitute a
dynamic entity that manifests the complex moment in which it was conceived.
Well-recognized Mies models like that of nineteenth-century Prussian architect Karl
Friedrich Schinkel (1781–1841) are reexamined in this study, and the influence of Schinkel’s
neoclassicism on Mies is extended to include his interior treatments, in particular, his use of
hanging textiles. The impact of another influential nineteenth-century German figure, architect
and theorist Gottfried Semper (1803–1879) is considered in the context of Semper’s
Bekleidungstheorie (theory of cladding) and his work as an interior designer, with a focus on the
key role of soft walls in creating meaning. The significance of Mies’s early teacher and mentor,
German architect/designer Bruno Paul (1874–1968), an underappreciated figure of the
Wilhelmine era, is also reconsidered, through the lens of the interior decorator and the negative
attitude toward it in modernist discourse. The central role of Philip Johnson (1906–2005) and
The Museum of Modern Art in fashioning and solidifying the canonical Mies is reexamined, with
a new reading of MoMA’s influential 1932 exhibition “Modern Architecture: International
Exhibition” and Mies’s contributions to it.
v

By comparing orthodox representations of Mies the architect with a fresh reading: Mies
the decorator, this dissertation challenges the notion that his interiors can be understood simply
as rational, organic extensions of the open plan—as inevitable extensions of the structural
genius of Mies—and highlights the sources, functions, and complexities of the fabric curtain
partitions of Mies and Reich. Through a series of formal and theoretical investigations of their
oeuvre, with the Tugendhat House, Brno, Czech Republic (1928–30) serving as primary case
study, this dissertation provides a new interpretation of Mies’s and Reich’s interiors, expanding
the canon and analyzing problematic issues in the history of modernism with ramifications
extending well beyond the confines of the architectural sphere.
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Introduction: “Mies―[Why] Not?”

The reality of history is not spelled out by “the facts” but is―constructed.
Mies van der Rohe, 1926

Of course one can interpret these things differently.
Mies van der Rohe, c. 1950s

There is perhaps no creative figure whose career is more closely entwined with the
international development of modern architecture than German/American architect/designer
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe (1886–1969), nor is there, it could also be argued, any individual
whose work and persona more consummately embody its richly complex trajectory [FIG. 0.1].
The sheer scale and breadth of the existing literature on Mies is so vast it might seem that no
aspect of his oeuvre remains unexplored. Mies has assumed a variety of identities in the
metanarrative of architectural modernism: master builder, 1 laconic philosopher, 2 heroic leader of

Peter Blake’s book The Master Builders: Le Corbusier, Mies van der Rohe, first published in the context
of late modernism, framed Mies (along with Le Corbusier and Wright) in the heroic tradition of
architecture. Blake’s title links the architects to the mythic notion of architectural authenticity dating back
to the Middle Ages and personified in the medieval “master builder.” Peter Blake, The Master Builders: Le
Corbusier, Mies van der Rohe, Frank Lloyd Wright (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1960).
1

Fritz Neumeyer is recognized as the scholar most responsible for identifying and analyzing Mies’s
philosophical influences; his 1986 book Mies van der Rohe. Das kunstlose Wort. Gedanken zur Baukunst
and other writings set the groundwork for studies of this nature. Fritz Neumeyer, The Artless Word: Mies
van der Rohe on the Building Art, trans. Mark Jarzombek (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1991), originally
published as Mies van der Rohe. Das kunstlose Wort. Gedanken zur Baukunst (Berlin: Seidler, 1986).
Richard Padovan has also contributed significantly in this area; see, for example, Richard Padovan, “Mies
van der Rohe Reinterpreted,” UIA International Architect 3 (1984): 39-42; Richard Padovan, Proportion:
Science, Philosophy, Architecture (London: E and FN Spon, 1999); and Richard Padovan, Towards
Universality: Le Corbusier, Mies and De Stijl (London: Routledge, 2002).
2

the International Style, 3 self-styled creator of a new artistic identity, 4 politically expedient
pragmatist, 5 ambivalent husband and father, 6 and pioneer of the modern movement. 7 One word

3 The International Style, as defined by Phillip Johnson and Henry-Russell Hitchcock Jr.’s 1932 exhibition
Modern Architecture, International Exhibition, came to mean modern architecture with white walls, simple,
abstract, geometric forms, flat roofs, horizontal, “ribbon” windows and overall horizontal emphasis, open
plan in which walls are no longer load-bearing, the use of structural columns (called “pilotis,” the term
introduced by Swiss-French architect Le Corbusier), and a rejection of historicist forms and applied
ornament. These formal elements, evident in much of Mies’s work, were formulated throughout the 1920s
by Le Corbusier and published in the journal L’Esprit Nouveau in 1926 as a set of architectural principles
he called the “Five Points of a New Architecture.” Le Corbusier’s “five points” theory evolved from his
exploration of a steel-reinforced concrete structure in his Maison Dom-ino construction system studies of
1914. Corbusier’s five elements required for the modern building were the pilotis or structural columns
elevating the building off the ground, the free plan, made possible when the structural frame was
separated from the walls, the free façade, the horizontal or “ribbon” window, and the roof garden.
Corbusier’s theories were realized both in published form in a series of theoretical texts, the most
important of which is Vers une Architecture (Paris: Éditions Crès, 1923) and in his built works. See Le
Corbusier, "Five Points Toward a New Architecture" (1926), in Programs and Manifestos in Twentieth
Century Architecture, ed. Ulrich Conrads (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1970), 99-101.

The literature on Le Corbusier is copious; see, for example, Tim Benton, Le Corbusier and the
Architecture of Reinvention (London: AA Publications, 2003); Kenneth Frampton, Le Corbusier: Architect
of the Twentieth Century (New York: Abrams, 2002); Charles Jencks, Le Corbusier and the Continual
Revolution in Architecture (New York: Monacelli Press, 2000); Stanislaus von Moos, Le Corbusier:
Elements of a Synthesis (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1979); and Stanislaus von Moos and Arthur Rüegg,
eds., Le Corbusier Before Le Corbusier, exhib. cat. (New York: Bard Graduate Center, 2002). For feminist
discussions of Le Corbusier, see Zeynep Çelik, “Gendered Spaces in Colonial Algiers,” in The Sex of
Architecture, ed. Diana Agrest, Patricia Conway, and Leslie Kanes Weisman (New York: Abrams, 1996),
127–39; Beatriz Colomina, “Battle Lines: E.1027,” in Agrest, Conway, and Kanes, The Sex of
Architecture, 167–82; Beatriz Colomina, “War on Architecture: E.1027,” Assemblage 20 (April 1993): 28–
29; Caroline Constant, “E.1027: The Nonheroic Modernism of Eileen Gray,” Journal of the Society of
Architectural Historians, 53 (September 1994): 265–79; Mary McLeod, “Le Corbusier and Algiers,”
Oppositions 19/20 (1980): 55–80; and Jasmine Rault, “Occupying E.1027: Reconsidering Le Corbusier’s
‘Gift’ to Eileen Gray,” Space and Culture 8, no. 2 (2005): 160–79.
4 Born in Aachen with the family name “Mies,” which in the German vernacular translates loosely as
“miserable” or “lousy,” he added “van der Rohe” in 1921, at the age of 35. The new name, which
simultaneously evoked both the culture of Holland (much appreciated in that geographic area, near the
Germany–Netherlands border) and the German aristocratic family name prefix “von,” more appropriately
suited an ambitious architect who aspired to transcend his inherited class limitations. On this point and for
additional biographical information, see Terence Riley, “Making History: Mies van der Rohe and the
Museum of Modern Art,” in Mies in Berlin, ed. Terence Riley and Barry Bergdoll, exhib. cat. (New York:
Museum of Modern Art, 2001), 372n13. See also Franz Schulze and Edward Windhorst, Mies van der
Rohe: A Critical Biography, rev. ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2014), 10, 104.
5 After the National Socialist Party came to power in Germany in 1933, Mies remained in the country,
even after his tenure as director of the influential Bauhaus school of art and design had come to an end.
Mies had led the Bauhaus from 1930 to 1933 until, under intense pressure from the newly-elected Nazi
regime, he closed the school. In the period following, Mies obtained very few commissions, trying
unsuccessfully to continue his pursuit of modern architecture in Germany up until his emigration to the
United States in 1938. See Richard Pommer, “Mies van der Rohe and the Political Ideology of the
Modern Movement in Architecture,” in Mies van der Rohe: Critical Essays, ed. Franz Schulze (New York:
Museum of Modern Art, 1989), 96-147. See also Elaine Hochman, Architects of Fortune: Mies van der

2

that does not immediately spring to mind in thinking of Mies the architect, however, is
“decorator.”
Decorator, however, is surprisingly the term used by Philip Johnson and Henry-Russell
Hitchcock in the catalogue of their groundbreaking 1932 exhibition Modern Architecture,
International Exhibition held at the Museum of Modern Art (“MoMA”). 8 MoMA’s International
Style show has long been recognized as a defining moment in the dissemination of European
modern architecture in America; 9 its co-curator (and later, architect) Philip Johnson is credited
with promoting the career of the German architect in the United States and paving the way for
his immigration to Chicago in 1938. 10 In the catalogue, a canon-building work that narrowly

Rohe and the Third Reich (New York: Weidenfeld and Nicholson, 1989), but also note Martin Filler’s
critique of Hochman’s book, “Mies and the Mastodon,” New Republic, August 6, 2001, 25-30. Donald
Dunham puts forth an argument for the utopian political ramifications of Mies’s and Reich’s red curtain in
the Barcelona Pavilion; see Donald Dunham, “Beyond the Red Curtain: Less is More Utopia,” Utopian
Studies 25, no. 1 (2014): 150–73.
6 After an increasingly unhappy marriage and unsatisfactory family life, Mies separated in 1921 from his
wife, Ada Bruhn, and three daughters, Dorothea, Marianne, and Waltraut, although the couple never
officially divorced. See Schulze and Windhorst, Mies van der Rohe: A Critical Biography, 71, 94-45.

Nikolaus Pevsner’s Pioneers of the Modern Movement from William Morris to Walter Gropius (London:
Faber and Faber, 1936) solidified the concept of modern architect as bold pioneer.
7

8 In addition to the catalogue by Hitchcock and Johnson, another version of the text, entitled Modern
Architects, was published by MoMA in conjunction with W. W. Norton and Co. as a trade publication to
accompany the exhibition. See Alfred H. Barr, Jr., Henry-Russell Hitchcock, Jr., Philip Johnson, and
Lewis Mumford, Modern Architecture―International Exhibition, exhib. cat. (New York: Museum of Modern
Art, 1932; rprt, New York: Arno Press, 1969); Alfred H. Barr, Jr., Henry-Russell Hitchcock, Jr., Philip
Johnson, and Lewis Mumford, Modern Architects (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1932). Finally, a
third book, The International Style: Architecture Since 1922 (New York: W. W. Norton, 1932) by Hitchcock
and Johnson was produced to further clarify the exhibition’s message. For an in-depth study of the
planning, staging, and significance of this exhibition and accompanying publications, see Terence Riley,
ed., The International Style: Exhibition 15 and the Museum of Modern Art (New York: Rizzoli, 1992).

The literature on the history of modern architecture is immense. For a general background, see
Leonardo Benevolo, History of Modern Architecture (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1971); William Curtis,
Modern Architecture Since 1900, 3rd ed. (London: Phaidon Press, 1996); Manfredo Tafuri and Francesco
Dal Co, Modern Architecture (New York: Electa/Rizzoli, 1976); Dennis P. Doordan, Twentieth-Century
Architecture (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 2002); Edward R. Ford, The Details of Modern Architecture, 2
vols. (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1990); and Kenneth Frampton, Modern Architecture: A Critical History
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1980). Chapter 1 of this dissertation, “Forming Mies,” provides a
detailed historiographic study.
9

On Philip Johnson, see Hilary Lewis and John O'Connor, Philip Johnson: The Architect in His Own
Words (New York: Rizzoli, 1994); Emmanuel J. Petit, ed. Philip Johnson: The Constancy of Change (New
10

3

defined the tenets of modern architecture for decades to follow in terms of a set of formal
typologies, Mies is celebrated for his innovations in plan design and development of new spatial
paradigms—aspects by now central to the canonical Mies van der Rohe. But the authors 11 also
highlight Mies’s use of luxurious materials, such as onyx, marble, and rare types of wood in his
interiors (none of which are considered the standard building blocks of modern architecture),
and rich fabric space-dividing curtains, pointing out their decorative qualities and striking
contrasts—all aspects of Mies’s interior design language that deviate from the parameters of
orthodox modernism. Finally, in a remarkable but hitherto unexplored statement, Johnson
exclaims, “As an artist of the plan, as a decorator in the best sense, he has no equal.” 12
This ostensibly minor detail in Hitchcock’s and Johnson’s canon-forging description of
the architect suggests that, despite the continued expansion of interest in Mies’s work over the
last decades, there are important aspects of his oeuvre still to be explored. In particular, his
interiors, designed in the period of the 1920s and early 1930s in collaboration with German
architect/designer Lilly Reich (1885–1947) [FIG.0.2] bears further analysis, 13 particularly in light

Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2009); Franz Schulze, Philip Johnson: Life and Work (New York:
Knopf, 1994); and, published after the defense of this dissertation, Mark Lamster, The Man in the Glass
House: Philip Johnson, Architect of the Modern Century (New York: Little, Brown, 2018).
11 Terence Riley explicates the relationship between Alfred Barr, Jr., Henry-Russell Hitchcock, and Philip
Johnson in terms of their respective roles in producing the MoMA International Style exhibition: Barr was
museum director, Hitchcock was guest curator, and Johnson was exhibition director. While both
Hitchcock and Johnson are commonly credited with authorship, according to Riley the “primary
intellectual content” of the texts is generally agreed to be Hitchcock’s. Riley, The International Style:
Exhibition 15 and the Museum of Modern Art, 201n6.
12 Philip Johnson, “Miës van der Rohe,” in Hitchcock and Johnson, Modern Architecture: International
Style, 117; emphasis mine.

According to Schulze and Windhorst, Mies and Lilly Reich probably became acquainted around 1925 or
1926, through their common participation in the activities of the Deutscher Werkbund. They remained
close professional as well as personal partners until Mies’s emigration to Chicago in 1938; even
afterward, Reich (who never married nor had children) attended to Mies’s architectural office in Berlin, as
well as to his estranged wife and children. See Schulze and Windhorst, Mies van der Rohe: A Critical
Biography, 138–40. For a detailed discussion of Reich’s work, see Sonja Günther, Lilly Reich, 1885–
1947: Innenarchitektin, Designerin, Ausstellungsgestalterin (Stuttgart: Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, 1988);
and Matilda McQuaid, Lilly Reich: Designer and Architect (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1996). See
also Esther da Costa Meyer, “Cruel Metonymies: Lilly Reich’s Designs for the 1937 World’s Fair,” New
German Critique, Special Issue on Weimar Visual Culture 76 (Winter 1999): 161–89; Sonja Günther, “Lilly
13
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of Hitchcock’s and Johnson’s comment, which encourages a rethinking of Mies’s professional
persona and presents a two-fold problem: not simply that Mies’s “decorative quality” (an aspect
recognized, if uneasily, by scholars) merits further study, but also that his relationship to the field
and activities of interior decorating requires investigation. 14 In Chapter 1 I will review and
analyze the extensive Mies scholarship, alongside parallel bodies of literature on interior design
and interior decorating. The appearance of Mies’s name in documents in MoMA’s archives that
name him as exhibition designer for the “International Style” exhibition is a point long overdue
for analysis, in light of the use of hanging fabric “skirts” for covering the bases of architectural
models displayed in the show.

Project Description, Scope, and Contribution
The specific tools of the decorator in the hands of Mies and Reich deserve
reassessment, for it was precisely one of those soft furnishings pointed out in Hitchcock’s and
Johnson’s commentary, the hanging fabric space-dividing curtain (the “curtain-as-wall”), around
which, in Mies’s (and Reich’s) hands, the radical reconsideration of interior space that
Reich,” in 9H, On Continuity, ed. Rosamund Diamond and Wilfried Wang (Cambridge, MA: 9H
Publications, 1995): 11–13; and Robin Schuldenfrei, Introduction to "Questions of Fashion by Lilly
Reich (1922)," West 86th 21, no. 1 (Spring/Summer 2014): 102120, https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/677870?origin=JSTOR-pdf. On the complexities of Mies’s and
Reich’s collaboration, see ZI Research Group, “Lilly Reich’s Furniture Designs,” in Mies and Modern
Living, ed. Helmut Reuter and Birgit Schulte (Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2008): 135-137. Wolf Tegethoff
categorically refutes the theory that Reich collaborated with Mies on the interior furnishings of the
Barcelona Pavilion. Tegethoff, “The Pavilion Chair: The Furnishings of the 1929 German Pavilion in
Barcelona and Their Significance,” in Reuter and Schulte, Mies and Modern Living, 149.
14 Subsequent to the writing and defense of this dissertation in 2007, pertinent scholarship on the subject
of Mies and Reich’s interiors has appeared. See Robin Schuldenfrei, “Sober Ornament: Materiality and
Luxury in German Modern Architecture and Design,” in Histories of Ornament: From Global to Local, ed.
Gülru Necipoğlu and Alina Payne (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2016), 334–410; and Robin
Schuldenfrei, Luxury and Modernism: Architecture and the Object in Germany, 1900-1933 (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2018). See also Tanja Poppelreuter, “Spaces for the Elevated Personal Life:
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe's Concept of the Dweller, 1926–1930,” Journal of Architecture 21, no. 2
(2016): 244, 270, DOI: 10.1080/13602365.2016.1160946. In “Curtain-as-wall,” Courtney Coffmann
discusses, albeit in a brief study, the fact that the fabric curtain/wall has been overlooked in the canon of
modernism; Coffmann’s article, however, follows my 2009 published article on the subject and fails to cite
it. Courtney Coffmann, “Curtain-as-Wall,” Interiors 9, no. 1 (2018): 100-110, DOI:
10.1080/20419112.2018.1486087.
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constituted modern architecture’s open or free plan was developed. 15 But the soft furnishings in
Mies’s Weimar-era buildings have consistently been attributed to Lilly Reich, an assumption
loaded with gender stereotyping that takes Mies off the hook for their failure to conform to the
canon, and one that neglects to uncover a more complex series of references and motivations
embedded in these collaboratively-designed interiors. 16 This dissertation offers a fresh look at
Mies’ and Reich’s fabric partitions in particular, considering their history, function, and meaning.
In the canon of modern architecture, decoration, the field of interior decorating, and the
figure of the interior decorator in particular, are inextricably linked to negative connotations
closely tied to issues of gender and the notion of the domestic, as well as to the traditional
hierarchy of the arts that privileges exterior architecture and tectonic structure over interior
design and the “decorative arts.” This ongoing modernist bias is based upon a series of related
stereotypes. These include the notion that interior decoration is impermanent and subject to the
15 Mies’s development and utilization of the “free” or “open” plan is understood as one of the most
significant innovations in modern architectural history, in conjunction with Le Corbusier’s “Five Points” and
development of steel-frame construction. It is the open plan that to a great extent characterizes a work of
architecture, especially a house, as modern. With roots in traditional Japanese architecture, channeled in
the work of American architect Frank Lloyd Wright’s radical “Prairie Style” houses of the early twentieth
century, the revolutionary freeing of the architectural interior from the controlling enclosure of the
traditional, box-like room that resulted when load-bearing walls were no longer structurally necessary to
support the roof is seen as a pivotal gesture filled with progressive implications. A further innovation
derived from mid-nineteenth-century ferrovitreous construction and late-nineteenth-century skyscraper
structure, the steel frame and open plan for domestic architecture were developed by Le Corbusier in his
exploration of a steel-reinforced concrete structure in his Dom-Ino construction system studies of 1914,
as already noted. On the relationship of Mies’s architecture to that of Le Corbusier, see, for example,
Barry Bergdoll, “The Nature of Mies’s Space,” in Riley and Bergdoll, Mies in Berlin, 95-96,100; Detlef
Mertins, Mies (London: Phaidon, 2014), 151; Kirsch, The Weissenhofsiedlung: Experimental Housing
Built for the Deutscher Werkbund, Stuttgart, 1927, trans. David Britt (New York: Rizzoli, 1989), 27-28;
Riley, “Making History,” 23; and Wolf Tegethoff, “The Tugendhat ‘Villa’: A Modern Residence in Turbulent
Times,” in Ludwig Mies van der Rohe: The Tugendhat House, ed. Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat and Wolf
Tegethoff (Vienna: Springer, 2000), 70-71 Subsequent to the defense of this dissertation, a new, updated
edition of the book Ludwig Mies van der Rohe: The Tugendhat House has been published, and includes a
revised essay by Tegethoff. See Ludwig Mies van der Rohe: The Tugendhat House, ed. Daniela
Hammer-Tugendhat, Ivo Hammer, and Wolf Tegethoff (Basel: Birkhäuser, 2020).

On Reich’s collaboration with Mies, Philip Johnson, for example, gives Reich credit for co-designing
Mies’s exhibition designs but not for the Tugendhat House, although interestingly, in the illustration
captions, Reich is listed as co-designer for the 1927 Velvet and Silk Café in Berlin and the textile
exhibition at the 1929 Barcelona exposition, but neither for the 1927 Glass Room at the 1927 Werkbund
exposition in Stuttgart, nor for the mining exhibit at the 1934 Deutsches VoIk, Deutsche Arbeit Exposition
in Berlin (neither of the latter two installations, tellingly, used textiles but rather consisted of “hard”
materials and thus constituted truly architectonic projects). See Philip C. Johnson, Mies van der Rohe.
(New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1947), 49–53.
16
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whims of changing fashion, irrational, feminine, homosexual, elitist, precious, and superficial.
This prejudice, with roots in the ancient world, stems from the historical view that architecture is
superior to the applied arts and design, a concept that derives from the Renaissance, when
artists and architects wished to be revered as divinely inspired artists, in order to differentiate
themselves from the craftsman who worked with his hands, manufacturing artisanal works of a
decorative and/or functional nature according to traditional modes of production. With the
development of industrial technologies and large-scale factory production of functional objects in
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century (the birth of modern design), the status of the
crafts fell even further, not to be resuscitated until design reform and the Arts and Crafts
movement emerged in mid-nineteenth century England.
Probably the best-known (and often misunderstood) early twentieth-century text
concerning modernism and decoration is Adolf Loos’s 1908 essay “Ornament und Verbrechen”
(“Ornament and Crime”). 17 A key element of Loos’s polemic―the connection of unornamented
design with cultural superiority and moral integrity―has had lasting ramifications in the historical
development of twentieth-century interior spaces and attitudes toward them. 18 Indeed, the
preoccupation with the decorative and the bias against decoration was so acute a tension in
modern architecture and its discourse that Mies himself felt compelled to state in the 1950s,
“We are not decorating. This is structure. We put up what has to be built, and then we accept
Adolf Loos, “Ornament and Crime,” in Spoken into the Void: Collected Essays by Adolf Loos, 18971900, trans. Jane O. Newman and John H. Smith (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1982), 100-03. For discussions
of Loos, his architecture, and responses to his theories, see Reyner Banham, “Ornament and Crime: The
Decisive Contribution of Adolf Loos,” Architectural Review 121 (February 1957): 85-88; Beatriz Colomina,
Privacy and Publicity: Modern Architecture as Mass Media (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1994): 233–81
(especially the chapter “Interior”); Beatriz Colomina, “The Split Wall: Domestic Voyeurism,” in Sexuality
and Space (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1992), 73–128; Bernie Miller and Melony Ward,
eds., Crime and Ornament: The Arts and Popular Culture in the Shadow of Adolf Loos (Toronto: YYZ
Books, 2002); and Janet Stewart, Fashioning Vienna: Adolf Loos’ Cultural Criticism (London: Routledge,
2000). Loos’s argument also had an economic focus, in that the labor of the individual craftsperson can
no longer compete with modern mass production.
17

18 And yet, Loos was himself a creator of soft, decorative interiors; recent scholarship presents a more
nuanced discussion of Loos’s work in relation to the issue of the decorative. See for example, Colomina’s
discussion in “The Split Wall.”
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it.” 19 Philip Johnson, too, was evidently still obsessing over the issue as late as 1950, when he
wrote, describing the Miesian aspects of his own design for the Glass House in New Caanan,
Connecticut: “This use of standard steel sections to make a strong and at the same time
decorative finish to the façade design is typical of Mies’ Chicago work. Perhaps if there is ever
to be ‘decoration’ in our architecture it may come from manipulation of stock structural elements
such as this [the 8” H steel beam] (may not Mannerism be next?).” 20
Considering this ongoing bias, this dissertation uses it as a lens through which to study
the domestic interiors of Mies and Reich as significant entities each in their own right. Not
exclusively the result of, nor afterthoughts to, Mies’s celebrated brilliance in designing structure
and space, these spaces can be viewed on another level as richly referential entities replete
with their own set of meanings, associations, and conflicting messages, despite attempts by
later historians (and indeed by Mies himself) to neatly compartmentalize them into the modernist
notions of universality and spiritual transcendence.
Furthermore, while the philosophical nature of Mies’s architecture has been widely
discussed, the physicality and even sensuality of the interiors deserves closer attention,
particularly in terms of the associative properties of the space-dividing curtain as privacy screen
and theatrical prop, ideas I consider in relation to Weimar culture, with its fascination with the
body and emphasis on dynamic movement. Even the problematic issue of current fashion
trends in interior decorating in Europe during the 1920s, a topic anathema to the canonical Mies
will be examined, since, after all, Mies was seen as both an architect and a decorator (in the
best sense). In fact, Mies and Reich were not immune to the seductive call of fashion, and their
interiors will be compared to contemporaneous Art Deco interiors, with their stylish use of exotic
materials and primitivizing elements.
19

Cited in Schulze and Windhorst, Mies van der Rohe: A Critical Biography, 273.

Philip Johnson, “House at New Caanan, Connecticut,” Architectural Review 108, no. 645 (September
1950): 12.
20

8

This dissertation studies the sources of Mies and Reich, addressing Mies’s professed
influences, notably that of Prussian architect Karl-Friedrich Schinkel (1781–1841), as well as his
unacknowledged ones, shedding light, for example, on the important and underappreciated
oeuvre of German architect/designer (and interior designer) Bruno Paul (1874–1968) [FIG. 0.3].
An influential tastemaker of the Wilhelmine era, Paul is often overlooked in the canon of modern
architecture. Through the figure of Paul, this dissertation identifies and critically engages with
aspects of Mies’s oeuvre originating in the Wilhelmine period that remain inadequately explored,
specifically his relationship to interior decoration.
Although the early modernist canon tended to diminish the significance of the Wilhelmine
era, recent scholarship has reconsidered its significance in terms of architecture and design
culture, not simply as a transitional moment but as a period of extraordinary intellectual and
artistic innovation in its own right. 21 The figure of German architect/designer Peter Behrens
(1868-1940) who was the early employer of Mies, for example, is still considered a pivotal figure
in early modernism, but has been subjected to more balanced scholarly analysis. 22 Recent
revisionist studies of Mies, too, have broadened the scope of scholarly literature on his life and
work and have subjected the canonical (and self-perpetuated) construction of Mies’s

The recognition of Wilhelmine design as a critical early phase of modernism, rather than as a period
before the abrupt break with the past which marked the birth of the “high,” Bauhausian modernism of
Neues Bauen, was the focus of a session of the 2003 College Art Association Annual Conference titled
“Rethinking the Wilhelmine: History, Historiography, and Theory in German Art and Architecture, 18711919.” Included in this session was an unpublished paper by this author, “Change From Within: Bruno
Paul, Mies, and the Wilhelmine Modern Interior from Wohnzimmer to Raumkunst.” This interest in what
was formerly often considered the “proto-modern,” fin-de-siècle and early twentieth century period in
architecture is also reflected in the theme of the 2002-03 exhibition Le Corbusier Before Le Corbusier at
the Bard Graduate Center for Studies in the Decorative Arts, Design, and Culture. See Le Corbusier
Before Le Corbusier, ed. Stanislaus von Moos and Arthur Rüegg (New York: Bard Graduate Center,
2002). The exhibition Mies in Berlin, held at the Museum of Modern Art in 2001, was also an important
milestone in reassessing the significance of Mies’s Wilhelmine period.
21

22 Rosemarie Haag Bletter argues for a reconsideration of Behrens’s position in relation to other important
cures in German modernism, notably Theodor Fischer who, like Bruno Paul, has been relatively
neglected. See Bletter, Introduction to The Modern Functional Building by Adolf Behne, trans. Michael
Robinson (Santa Monica, CA: Getty Research Institute for the History of Art and the Humanities, 1996),
18-21.
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professional persona and the modernist bias inherent in the framing of his official body of work
(in particular, the early, European phase) to critical reassessment. 23
In addition, this dissertation will view the interiors of Mies and Reich vis-à-vis the work of
German architect and theorist Gottfried Semper (1803–-1879) and his influential
Bekleidungstheorie (theory of cladding), central to discussions of architectural origins. While
much scholarly attention has been given to this relationship, which is part of the modernist
canon, my interpretation highlights Semper’s work as a contracted interior designer at the
Crystal Palace, with a focus on the key role of hanging textiles in creating meaning in the
interior.
Finally, this study contextualizes the “un-domestic” approach of Mies and Reich in their
interiors in relation to the rapidly changing notions of traditional domesticity in contemporary
Weimar culture, with its cult of the body and emphasis on dynamic movement, and consider the
biographical specificities of Mies and Reich in relation to their work. The fabric curtain-walls of
Mies and Reich are compared to more traditional space dividing and privacy screens of the
period, and analyzed in relation to the issue of functionalism, a central tenet of much
architecture of the Neues Bauen. The analysis of room-dividing screens brings the discussion
into the realm of the fashionable interior design of the period, a time when the more mainstream
Art Deco aesthetic had become internationally popular. Influenced by the abstract, geometric
forms of the fine arts (particularly Cubism and Expressionism) and characterized at the high end
by opulence, virtuosic handcraftmanship, and the use of rare, costly materials along with
frequent references to “primitive” cultures (both in the use of exotic materials and in imagery),
an approach shared with its Cubist and Expressionist fine arts brethren, Art Deco was
anathema in the canon of modern architecture and design as codified by Johnson and
Hitchcock at MoMA. In the foreword to the International Style catalogue, MoMA’s founding

23

The Mies literature will be analyzed in detail in Chapter 1.
10

director Alfred Barr, Jr. scorned Art Deco as being modernistic rather than truly modern. 24 A
comparison between Mies’s and Reich’s interior treatments with more fashionable and
mainstream interiors calls into question canonical assumptions concerning “high” modernism’s
“purity,” “timelessness,” and “universality.
While other studies focus on specific aspects of the interiors―Mies’s furniture designs,
for example―this dissertation brings a wide range of issues to bear on the subject of the
domestic interiors of Mies and Reich, resulting in a series of new and interconnected
interpretations. In a broader sense, this study contributes to the expanding conception of the
complex series of issues that constituted modernism. It identifies tendencies that further render
problematic any assumption that the development of modern architecture and design consisted
of a progressive evolution culminating in a consistent, cohesive, and humanist dwelling space,
functionally rational and stylistically pure, and underscores the necessity of recognizing other
modernisms. It challenges the traditional hierarchies between high design (architecture) and low
(interior decoration) in the modernist canon and offers insight into the multiple meanings
harbored in the forms of the modern domestic interior, a space that, on many levels, we
continue to occupy, physically and theoretically―the place we call “home.”
The topic of this dissertation was generated within the context of a major reassessment
of the oeuvre of Mies van der Rohe that took place at the turn of the twenty-first century, with
two retrospective exhibitions in New York: Mies in Berlin, at the Museum of Modern Art, and
Mies in America, at the Whitney Museum of American Art. As part of the research activities
24 According to Barr: “Only recently has the deluge of ‘modernistic’ decoration from Vienna, Paris,
Stockholm, and Amsterdam begun to diminish, but not before our more advanced architects, already
stimulated by Saarinen's success, had accepted the modernistic mode with enthusiasm and ornamented
their buildings with zig-zags and chevrons instead of Gothic crockets and Classical modelings. The
modernistic style has become merely another way of decorating surfaces.” Barr, introduction to Modern
Architecture: International Exhibition, 13. See also Riley, The International Style: Exhibition 15 and the
Museum of Modern, 202n16. The bias against Art Deco at MoMA continues to this day, with only small
gestures made in recent years to expand the canon by curators Barry Bergdoll and Juliet Kinchin, while
fellow museums in New York City, notably the Cooper Hewitt, Smithsonian Design Museum and the
Metropolitan Museum of Art, have celebrated Art Deco designers with special exhibitions as well as in
their collecting practices.
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undertaken in conjunction with Mies in Berlin, the theme was developed in a paper I presented
in 1998 for a Columbia University/MoMA graduate seminar in architectural history that took
place that year,

25

and follows in the revisionist spirit of the exhibition, curated by Barry Bergdoll

and Terence Riley, and accompanying catalogue. 26 Barry Bergdoll’s “The Nature of Mies’s
Space,” also from Mies in Berlin, serves as an important theoretical model for my treatment. 27
With the seemingly innumerable writings on Mies van der Rohe in existence, Beatriz
Colomina’s cheeky and thoughtful 1994 essay titled “Mies Not” articulated her initial reluctance to
further the canon and suggested a methodological approach for future studies. 28 Other feminist
interpretations of Mies’s oeuvre which contributed significantly to this project’s formation are
Paulette Singley’s 1992 essay “Living in a Glass Prism: The Female Figure in Ludwig Mies van
der Rohe’s Domestic Architecture,” and Christine S.E. Magar’s 1996 study of Philip Johnson’s
25 The paper, co-authored with Columbia University graduate student Miriam Torres and presented both
in written form and as a seminar report on May 13, 1998, was titled “The Apartment in the Work of Mies
van der Rohe: Interiors and Furnishings.” A student of architecture, Torres focused on an examination of
the formal and theoretical aspects of Mies’s apartment interiors through an analysis of photographs and
plans; my portion, which positioned Mies’s work vis-à-vis that of Bruno Paul and which developed the
notion of “Mies the decorator,” served as the kernel from which this dissertation grew. I expanded upon
these ideas in “Mies the Decorator,” a paper presented in April 2003 at the Bard Graduate Center for
Studies in the Decorative Arts, Design and Culture’s annual graduate student symposium in New York
City, “Designed Identities.” The topic was further explored in a paper for the College Art Association 2005
Annual Conference in Atlanta titled “Change From Within: Bruno Paul, Mies, and the Wilhelmine Modern
Interior from Wohnzimmer to Raumkunst,” presented in the session “Rethinking the Wilhelmine: History,
Historiography, and Theory in German Art and Architecture, 1871-1919”, and in an additional paper, titled
“Draw the Curtain: Mies, Reich, Curtains and Curtain Walls, or, Modernism’s (Anxious) Mechanisms for
the New Domestic Interior,” for the Dorich House Eighth Annual Conference at Kingston University,
London. Held in in May 2006, the Dorich House conference took as its theme “The Professionalisation of
Decoration, Design and the Modern Interior―1870 to the Present.” In 2006, I published portions of this
material in “Divide and Conquer: Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich’s Fabric Partitions at the
Tugendhat House," Studies in the Decorative Arts 16, no. 2 (Spring–Summer 2009),
http://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/pdfplus/10.1086/652505.
26 See Riley and Bergdoll, Mies in Berlin. See also the catalogue for the concurrent exhibition of Mies’s
American work at the Whitney Museum of American Art; see Phyllis Lambert, ed. Mies in America
(Montreal: Canadian Centre for Architecture, 2001). This author contributed two catalogue entries to Mies
in Berlin: “Afrikanischestrasse Municipal Housing” (p. 206), and “Exhibition House and Apartment for a
Bachelor” (p. 264).

See Barry Bergdoll, “The Nature of Mies’s Space,” in Riley and Bergdoll, Mies in Berlin, 67-105. Barry
Bergdoll’s ongoing support has extended to his serving as fourth reader of this dissertation.
27

See Beatriz Colomina, “Mies Not,” in The Presence of Mies, ed. Detlef Mertins, pages. Princeton, NJ:
Princeton Architectural Press, 1994, 193-222.

28
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Glass House, “Project Manual for the Glass House,” which appeared in Architecture and
Feminism. 29
The genesis of my biographical reading of the interiors of Mies and Reich, and their antidomestic aspects, was encouraged by the publication of La Donna e mobile: Mein
bedingungsloses Leben (Woman is Fickle: My Unconditional Life), a revealing autobiography
published by one of Mies’s two daughters, Georgia van der Rohe (1914–2008; born Dorothea
Mies). 30 Also important for my interpretation is Mies scholar Wolf Tegethoff’s analysis of antidomestic tendencies in Mies’s domestic architecture; in his essay “From Obscurity to Maturity:
Mies van der Rohe’s Breakthrough to Modernism,” Tegethoff identifies considerable ambivalence
in Mies’s attitude towards the needs of clients with families, and points to Mies’s own personality
as a clue to that attitude. 31
Joel Sanders’ seminal essay “Curtain Wars: Architects, Decorators, and the 20thCentury Domestic Interior” which appeared in Harvard Design Magazine following a symposium
organized by Sanders in 1996 at the New School/Parsons School of Design titled Curtain Wars
has been important for my thematic approach. 32 Sanders’ essay sheds light on the fraught
relationship between architecture and interior decorating, and soft fabric curtains and architectural
curtain-walls, revealing the weight of ideological baggage historically attached to these discursive
practices and analyzing the tension between high modern architecture (the glass-and-steel
29 Paulette Singley, “Living in a Glass Prism: The Female Figure in Ludwig Mies van der Rohe’s Domestic
Architecture,” Critical Matrix: The Princeton Journal of Women, Gender and Culture 6, no. 2 (1992): 4776; and Christine S. E. Magar, “Project Manual for the Glass House,” in Architecture and Feminism, eds.
Debra L. Coleman, Patricia Conway, and Leslie Kanes Weisman (New York: Princeton University Press,
1996), 72-108.
30

Georgia van der Rohe, La Donna e mobile: Mein bedingungsloses leben (Berlin: Aufbau-Verlag, 2001).

Wolf Tegethoff, “From Obscurity to Maturity,” in Schultz and Windhorst, Mies van der Rohe: Critical
Essays, 57.
31

32 Joel Sanders, “Curtain Wars,” Harvard Design Magazine, no. 16 (Spring/Summer
2002), http://www.harvarddesignmagazine.org/issues/16/curtain-wars. See also Joel Sanders, “Curtain
Wars Revisited,” JSA/Mixdesign, October 1, 2006, http://jsamixdesign.com/curtain-wars-revisited/,
accessed January 20, 2022. Sanders’ essay will be discussed in detail in Chapter 3.
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curtain wall) and its canonical opposite: the low art of interior decorating.
Mary McLeod’s pioneering 1994 essay “Undressing Architecture: Fashion, Gender, and
Modernity,” was also an important point of departure for my study. 33 McLeod’s essay, along with
writings by Mark Wigley that position the textile at the center of a critique of modern architecture,
suggests paths for further investigation. 34
Finally, Rosemarie Haag Bletter has been of the upmost importance to the development
of my thesis, and in particular, my work is heavily indebted to her essay “Mies and Dark
Transparency,” 35 published in Mies in Berlin, which analyzes the often uneasy coexistence of
rational and antirational elements in Mies’s work. Bletter’s analysis of Mies’s and Reich’s use of
materials (in particular, glass) and their tendencies to create destabilizing perceptual effects
prompted my own examination of his domestic interiors, in particular provoking an unpacking of
the various meanings of function. 36 These important milestones in the Mies scholarship and

33 Mary McLeod, “Undressing Architecture: Fashion, Gender, and Modernity,” in Architecture in Fashion,
ed. Deborah Fausch, Paulette Singeley, Rodolphe el-Khoury, and Zvi Efrat (New York: Princeton
Architectural Press, 1994), 38-123.

Wigley identifies textiles as “defining the space of domesticity.” See Mark Wigley, “Untitled: The
Housing of Gender,” in Colomina, Sexuality and Space, 367; Mark Wigley, “White Out: Fashioning the
Modern,” in Fausch, Singeley, el-Khoury, and Efrat, Architecture in Fashion, 148–268; and Mark Wigley,
White Walls, Designer Dresses: The Fashioning of Modern Architecture (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press,
1995). Also pertinent is Leila W. Kinney, “Fashion and Fabrication in Modern Architecture,” Journal of the
Society of Architectural Historians 58, no. 3 (September 1999): 472–81, www.jstor.org/stable/991541.
34

35

See Rosemarie Bletter, “Mies and Dark Transparency,” in Riley and Bergdoll, Mies in Berlin, 35–57.

Indeed, aspects of what may be called a “baroque sensibility” can be identified in Mies and Reich’s
interiors, particularly evident in the use of opulent velvet fabric, in as much as they are redolent of the
expressive, the theatrical, and the “irrational.” This topic will be analyzed further in chapter two. It is
notable that Mies was personally acquainted with the primary theorist of the Baroque aesthetic, in relation
to the classical Renaissance: renowned Swiss art historian Heinrich Wölfflin (1864-1945). Wölfflin was an
important figure in the development of theories of aesthetic perception in the early twentieth century
whose significance for this discussion is connected directly to Mies’s personal trajectory. In 1913, the
young Mies achieved a major milestone in his personal and professional life. He managed to successfully
court Ada Bruhn (1885-1951), the daughter of a wealthy manufacturer and inventor, and to “disengage”
her from her betrothal to Wölfflin. The partnership was not to last, however; the couple separated and
Mies’s personal engagement with domestic family life was severed some time during the second half of
1921. Wölfflin, Mies’s elder, was part of the philosopher Alois Riehl’s circle (as was young Mies), which
congregated at “Klösterli” (little cloister), the nickname of the house Mies designed for the Riehls in
Potsdam-Neubabelsberg in 1906–1907. Mies may have met Wölfflin, who had visited Klösterli. Wölfflin’s
widely influential book theorizing the aesthetic of Baroque art in relation to that of the Renaissance,
36
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others will be examined further in the following chapter, “Forming Mies.”
In terms of scope, works by Mies (and Mies and Reich) to be studied encompass both
built works of architecture and design and model designs created for exhibition. These span the
period from Mies’s Wilhelmine career through his collaborations with Reich of the 1920s and
early 1930s, up to 1938, the year he immigrated to the United States. While a series of Miesdesigned interiors are subjected to scrutiny, ranging from his first commission, the Riehl House
(1906–7), 37 to the apartment for Philip Johnson, New York City (1930; no longer extant), the
primary focus falls on Mies’s best-known domestic project, the Tugendhat House (1928–30), in
Brno, the Czech Republic (formerly known in German as Brünn). Although not an actual work
of domestic architecture, the German Pavilion at the International Exposition in Barcelona
(1928–30), known as the Barcelona Pavilion, is also included, as a kind of precursor and
pendant to the Tugendhat House. 38 A selection of Mies’s and Reich’s exhibition designs are
also included, many of which were created for the Deutscher Werkbund, an organization formed

Renaissance und Barock (Renaissance and Baroque), originally published in 1888, was reissued in a
revised edition in 1907, the year Mies finished his first commission for their mutual friend, philosopher
Alois Riehl. Mies owned a copy of the third edition of this book, published in 1908, along with Wölfflin’s
Die Klassische Kunst (published in English in 1908 as The Art of the Italian Renaissance) and the1917
edition of Kunstgeschichtliche Grundbegriffe (Principles of Art History). See Neumeyer, The Artless Word,
347n7. Neumeyer does caution against putting too much emphasis on the holdings of Mies’s library,
since in many cases it is impossible to know exactly when Mies acquired each book.
On Wölfflin, see Daniel Adler, “Leaps of Faith: Formalist Notions of the Painterly” (PhD diss., City
University of New York, 2002); Daniel Adler, “Painterly Politics: Wölfflin, Formalism, and German
Academic Culture, 1885–1915,” Art History 27, no. 3 (June 2004): 431–56, DOI:10.1111/j.01416790.2004.00431.x; Mitchell B. Frank and Daniel Adler, German Art History and Scientific Thought:
Beyond Formalism (Abingdon-on-Thames, UK: Routledge, 2012); Joan Goldhammer Hart, "Heinrich
Wölfflin: An Intellectual Biography" (PhD diss., University of California, Berkeley, 1981); Joan
Goldhammer Hart, "Reinterpreting Wölfflin: Neo-Kantianism and Hermeneutics," Art Journal 42 (1982):
292–300; Evonne Levy, "The Political Project of Wölfflin's Early Formalism." October, no. 139 (2012): 3958, http://www.jstor.org/stable/41417918; Meinhold Lurz, Heinrich Wölfflin: Biographie einer Kunsttheorie
(Worms: Werner, 1981); and Harry Francis Mallgrave and Eleftherios Ikonomou, eds., Empathy, Form,
Space: Problems in German Aesthetics 1873–1893 (Santa Monica: Getty Center for the History of Art
and the Humanities, 1994).
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Dates for Mies’s and Reich’s work are taken from Riley and Bergdoll, Mies in Berlin.

Beatriz Colomina has argued for an understanding of the Barcelona Pavilion as, on one level, akin to a
domestic project. See Colomina, Privacy and Publicity, 207.
38
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in 1907 with the goal of uniting art and industry and a leading force in the formation of modern
architecture and design in Germany. 39 These exhibitions include the 1927 Die Wohnung (The
Dwelling) exhibition in Stuttgart, and its centerpiece, the Weissenhofsiedlung model housing
estate. Mies’s and Reich’s interiors are put into context through comparisons with the works of
their contemporaries, with a focus on the use of space-dividing partition walls, both inside and
outside on the flat roof terraces, in the model dwellings at the Weissenhofsiedlung.
The ultimate aim of this study is to uncover the hidden traces in the interiors which point
to the more problematic strains of modernism―those that incorporated aspects of the irrational,
the anti-domestic, the decorative, the fashionable, and the primitive―currents that were
manifested in the designs of Mies and Reich. Its purpose is not simply to contribute yet another
study of “Mies the Heroic Architect” but instead to broaden the canon to include other personas,
agendas, narratives, and influences.

Project Methodology and Structure
The thesis for my dissertation hinges upon the notion of “articulation,” which refers in this
case to both the actual design and physical creation of interior architectural space and to the
textual construction of the interiors of Mies and Reich within the broader discursive context. My
approach differs from most previous studies in its focused investigation of the interior, and
specifically, the domestic interior, in the oeuvres of Mies and Reich, and its interpretation of
them as manifestations of diverse, sometimes conflicting spheres of influence. My approach is
The Deutscher Werkbund was an organization of designers (including Mies, Bruno Paul, and Lilly
Reich), manufacturers, financiers, and government officials founded in Munich in 1907 in order to
promote German design excellence on an international level, in what was seen as a world market
increasingly dominated by products from France and England. The organization’s dedication to achieving
a marriage of art and industry is understood as paving the way for the later Bauhaus philosophy. For
further reading, see Joan Campbell, The German Werkbund: The Politics of Reform in the Applied Arts
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1978); Mark Jarzombek, “The Kunstgewerbe, the Werkbund,
and the Aesthetics of Culture in the Wilhelmine Period,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians
53 (March 1994): 7-19; and Frederic J. Schwarz, The Werkbund: Design Theory and Mass Culture Before
the First World War (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1996).
39
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thematic and my method combines historiographic critique with the use of formal analysis and
theoretical interpretation through direct observation of extant built works in conjunction with the
study of period and contemporary photographs, architectural drawings, models, and writings.
Primary source materials to be utilized include architects’ statements, writings, autobiographical
texts, and theoretical treatises and exhibition catalogues by historians and critics of the late
Wilhelmine and Weimar eras, along with German interior design and decorating how-to manuals
from the same periods. Secondary source material includes recently published critical
treatments of modern architecture and interiors, exhibition catalogues, and other contemporary
literature, as well as unpublished scholarly papers and doctoral dissertations.
“Forming Mies,” the title of chapter one, has a double meaning: first, it offers a new
interpretation of the formative sources of Mies’s inspiration, focusing on interior schemes and in
particular, on the underappreciated legacy of Bruno Paul, and second, it refers to the
historiographic formation of the canonical Mies—Mies the Architect—in other words, the
discourse of high modernism—in relation to the historiography of interior decoration
(modernism’s other—the low). The chapter provides a context for the formative roots of Mies
and Reich’s interior oeuvre within the history of German interior design from the Gründerzeit, 40
beginning in 1871, through the period of late nineteenth-century design reform and the
Jugendstil (German Art Nouveau), and into the era of the Neues Bauen during the Weimar
period. It argues for rethinking Mies’s Wilhelmine roots and the roles of artist and designer
Bruno Paul and architect/designer Peter Behrens (enshrined in the canon as the first twentieth
century industrial designer and early modern architect). Paul’s impact on Mies has been
minimized due to Paul’s association with interior decorating. It uncovers the ongoing
Gründerzeit refers to the era of the unification of Germany as a nation following its victory in the
Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71, a period characterized by economic boom, and the onset of the
Wilhelmine era, named for Kaisers Wilhelm I (ruled 1861-1888) and his grandson Wilhelm II (1888-1918).
As used in architecture and design history, Gründerzeit tends to hold pejorative connotations that reflect
an ongoing modernist bias against ornament, eclecticism, and historicism, and its overt nationalism
remains suspect.
40
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historiographic bias against Paul, who has been consistently described as “fashionable” and a
“decorator,” and whose long career and oeuvre have fit uneasily into the confines of the modern
architectural canon, and offers a comparative study of Mies’s interiors and Paul’s interiors,
highlighting important points of influence.
Chapter one continues by analyzing the construction of Mies’s artistic identity, focusing
on Philip Johnson’s central role, as curator at The Museum of Modern Art, and revealing the
ways in which evident tensions within Mies’s work parallel certain problems and ambiguities in
the canon. It analyzes the pertinent literature on Mies along with that of Reich, then contrasts it
with the history of interior design and decoration, contributing to the growing body of scholarship
in a third, more recently emergent field: interior design history/theory.
Chapter two, “Just Passing Through: The Complexities of the Curtain Partition in Mies
and Reich’s Tugendhat House Interior,” presents a case study of the canonical Tugendhat
House, with its space-dividing curtains used to divide the open plan, in order to contextualize
Mies and Reich’s engagement with dynamic movement in the domestic interior within Weimar
era culturally-constructed attitudes toward the body, exposure and enclosure, privacy, and
visual control. The chapter addresses the problematic issue of function in relation to the open
plan and contextualizes the fabric curtain-wall within the discourse on functionalism, an
important theoretical construct central to the Neues Bauen. It points to the ways in which the
fabric curtain/wall contributes to uncanny effects in the interior, effects that seem counter to the
intended domestic function of the space. Applying a biographical interpretation, chapter two
presents the curtain/wall as an aspect of Mies’s (and Reich’s) personal ambivalence toward
domesticity as well as a manifestation of larger cultural anxieties during the Weimar era:
anxieties over the body (human and architectural) and the very nature and meaning of the open
plan as it revolutionized domestic space, just as gender roles and the nature of family life were
undergoing a radical transformation.
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Chapter three, “Mies the Decorator,” explores Mies and Reich’s interiors through the
lens of interior decoration, focusing on the curtain/wall as a “soft furnishing,” and providing an
overview of the hierarchical relationship between architecture and interior design and decoration
historically and in relation to the modernist canon. It considers the role of Reich in the
collaborative process and the fact that her legacy is tinged with gender stereotypes; she has
often been given full credit for the fabric components of their interiors. Through the lens of
interior design and decoration, the well-recognized influence of Mies’s self-professed model,
Karl Friedrich Schinkel, is reassessed, focusing on Schinkel’s interior design schemes and in
particular his use of hanging fabric curtain/walls. Beyond the neoclassical aspects, Mies’s
Schinkelesque motifs include vestiges of the theatrical, the exotic, and the Orientalist, embodied
in a favorite Schinkel design motif, the tent. 41
This chapter also reconsiders the significance of Gottfried Semper, celebrated along with
Schinkel as Germany’s most important nineteenth-century architect and theorist. 42 Semper’s
theories have been the subject of considerable interest for architectural historians and theorists
in the last decade or so. 43 As Semper’s prescient rejection of the notion of an artistic hierarchy
41 On Schinkel, see, for example, Barry Bergdoll, Karl Friedrich Schinkel: An Architecture for Prussia
(New York: Rizzoli International, 1994); Michael Snodin, ed., Karl Friedrich Schinkel: A Universal Man
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1991); Scott Carl Wolf, “Karl Friedrich Schinkel: The Tectonic
Unconscious and a New Science of Subjectivity, PhD diss., Princeton University, 1997; and John
Zukowsky, ed., Karl Friedrich Schinkel: The Drama of Architecture (Chicago: Art Institute of Chicago,
1994).

On Semper, see Gottfried Semper, The Four Elements of Architecture and other Writings, ed. and
trans. Harry Mallgrave and Wolfgang Hermann (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1988),
originally published as Die Vier Elemente der Baukunst: Ein beitrag zur vergleichenden Baukunde
(Brunswick: Vieweg und Sohn, 1851). See also Rosemarie Bletter, “Gottfried Semper,” in Macmillan
Encyclopedia of Architects, ed. Adolf K. Placzek (London: Free Press, 1982), 4:25-33; Wolfgang Fröhlich,
Gottfried Semper (Munich: Artemis-Verlag für Architektur, 1991); Wolfgang Hermann, Gottfried Semper:
In Search of Architecture (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1984); Mari Hvattum, Gottfried Semper and the
Problem of Historicism (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2004); Harry Francis Mallgrave,
Gottfried Semper: Architect of the Nineteenth Century (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1996); and
Winfried Nerdinger and Werner Oechslin, eds., Gottfried Semper, 1803–1879 (Munich: Prestel, 2003).
See also Rosemarie Bletter, “On Martin Fröhlich’s Gottfried Semper,” Oppositions 4 (October 1974): 146–
53.
42

In 2009, an entire issue of Decorative Arts, the journal of the Bard Graduate Center, was dedicated to
the topic of Semper’s Bekleidungstheorie. See Kate Holliday, “Unraveling the Textile in Modern
43
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and celebration of the applied arts was taken up by practitioners of feminist theory and other
postmodern theoretical approaches, his influential Bekleidungstheorie (theory of cladding) was
analyzed with renewed vigor.
Semper’s interiors for the 1851 London Great Exhibition, commissioned as temporary
installation designs for Joseph Paxton’s Crystal Palace, will be discussed in light of his
Bekleidungstheorie (theory of cladding). While Paxton’s innovative ferrovitreous building
construction is considered the grandfather of modern architecture, enjoying a place at the very
pinnacle of canonical architectural history, Semper’s work as a freelance designer is outside the
canon. This chapter repositions Semper’s freelance interior design projects within the narrative
of canonical modernism, and in the context of Mies’s “decorative” side.
Chapter four, “Draw the Drapes: Contemporary and Historical Context for the Fabric
Space-Dividing Partition, and Theoretical Analysis of its Use in the Neues Bauen,” begins with a
brief history of the room-dividing/privacy screen, followed by a study of Mies and Reich’s use of
the curtain/wall in relation to their contemporaries, with an analysis of examples of both interior
and exterior curtain/walls installed in the model dwellings of the famed Weissenhofsiedlung in
Stuttgart. The discussion in chapter four will include the use of interior partition walls made of
fabric and other materials, as well as the widespread use of fabric sunscreens designed to
facilitate healthy outdoor living on roof terraces, which also manifested contemporary anxieties
about privacy and about communicable diseases during the Weimar period.
Chapter five, “Flat Roofs, Fabric Partitions, Exotic Woods, and Persian Rugs: Vestiges
of the Oriental and the “Primitive” in the Interiors of Mies and Reich,” posits that, contrary to the
dominant understanding of Mies’s oeuvre, his interior designs, in particular the opulentlyveneered furnishings and fabric curtain partitions created in concert with Lilly Reich, are much
Architecture: Guest Editor’s Introduction,” Studies in the Decorative Arts 16, no. 2 (Spring/Summer 2009),
2–6; and Marianne Eggler, “Divide and Conquer: Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich’s Fabric
Partitions at the Tugendhat House," Studies in the Decorative Arts 16, no. 2 (Spring/Summer 2009): 66–
90.
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less distant relatives to contemporaneous bourgeois, fashionable interiors than canon-makers
like Philip Johnson would have had us believe. Chapter five explores the strain of Primitivism
and the fascination with the exotic in Mies’s and Reich’s work that has been long identified in
much French Art Deco design; a manifestation of European Colonialism. While Mies’s
preoccupation with “primitive” building forms, in particular as presented in the published writings
of German explorer/anthropologist Leo Frobenius’s writings, has long been the topic of scholarly
scrutiny, most notably by Fritz Neumeyer, this study presents an alternate reading of the impact
of the “Primitive” on Mies’s and Reich’s oeuvre. The infamous caricature that lampooned the
architecture of the Neues Bauen, and specifically the 1927 Weissenhofsiedlung, the “Arab
Village” postcard, is contextualized within a study of the popularity of so-called “oriental” or
“Persian” rugs in the German domestic interior, a trend which flourished in the historicist villas of
Wilhelmine era but, paradoxically, continued right through the Weimar era, as evident in period
photographs of the most avant-garde of residential interiors, including those of Mies and Reich.
Finally, this chapter reveals the ways in which the room-dividing curtain-wall, already so laden
with ideological baggage, is heavy with the burden of European Colonialism and its attendant
fascination with the exotic, primitive, orientalist “Other.”
The intention of this thesis to bring the theme of Mies’s and Reich’s hanging textile
screens into dialogue (and confrontation) with the standard interpretation of modern
architecture, not simply to outfit the presumably hard structural, functional, masculine, and
“heroic” International Style with some soft padding, but to instead propose another way of
thinking about modernist practice. My method is to recognize and discuss the inherent
ambiguities rather than to insist, as Johnson and Hitchcock and other early theorists of
modernism have done, upon an understanding of modernism that emphasizes rationality,
clarity, and consistency. The resulting analysis counters the Mies myth—composed of the
building blocks of rational structure, reasoned intentionality, and heroic, philosophical
universality—with a series of personal, irrational, internalized, unexplored, repressed,
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suppressed, and even subversive factors that are equally part of the Miesian edifice. By paying
attention to the suppressed languages woven within the fabric of the modern interior, this
dissertation offers a new reading of these soft furnishings within a larger discursive context.

Chapter 1: Forming Mies

The image of Mies, the architect, is a solid one, in the historiographic creation of his legacy as
well as in his own artistic formation. Mies actively fashioned his distinctive professional and
personal identity as he matured, observing his social betters, reading voraciously (in particular
philosophical texts), appropriating a new name, and otherwise forming his own artistic
persona. 1 As Mies himself said in 1926, “The reality of history is not spelled out by ‘the facts’ but
is―constructed.” 2 By the 1950s, his philosophical bent nurtured by decades of autodidactic
effort, he ruminated, “Of course one can interpret these things differently. 3
The theme of Mies’s formation warrants exploration, in terms of his career development
and influences, and in terms of his image within the canon. This study begins with an analysis of
the pertinent historiography, consisting of three bodies of writing: the history and theory of
modern architecture in Germany and the United States and Mies’s position within it; the history
Mies suppressed much of his early work during the 1920s; he destroyed many of his early drawings, as
German architect Sergius Ruegenberg, Mies’s employee from 1925 to 1931, would later attest. Barry
Bergdoll suggests that there may have been more than one such purging. See Barry Bergdoll, “The
Nature of Mies’s Space,” in Mies in Berlin, ed. Terence Riley and Barry Bergdoll (New York: Museum of
Modern Art, 2001), 67; 374n4. On Ruegenberg, see Eva-Maria Amberger, Sergius Ruegenberg, Architekt
zwischen Mies van der Rohe und Hans Scharoun (Berlin: Berlinische Galerie, 2000); and Ekhardt
Berckenhagen, “Mies van der Rohe und Ruegenberg: Ein Skizzenbuch,” Jahrbuch Preussischer
Kulturbesitz 10 (1972): 275-80. Mies changed his name in autumn 1921. See Helmut Reuter and Birgit
Schulte, eds., Mies and Modern Living: Interiors, Furniture, Photography (Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2008),
36.
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Mies van der Rohe, G, no. 5/6 (1926), unpaginated, quoted in Fritz Neumeyer, The Artless Word: Mies
van der Rohe on the Building Art, trans. Mark Jarzombek (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1991), 327,
363n21.

2

Mies van der Rohe, from unpublished notes to lectures [ca. 1950], cited in Neumeyer, The Artless Word,
327.

3
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of modern interior design/decoration in Germany and the United States; and finally, the
contemporary history/theory of the modern interior. This analysis is followed by a study of Mies’s
formative roots in the Wilhelmine period, in particular his tenure as a student of Bruno Paul in
Berlin, an experience that Mies later deliberately downplayed as he self-consciously edited his
past and constructed his own professional image.
The choice by Mies to minimize the impact of Paul had a great deal to do with the bias
against interior decoration. The tension between the disciplines of architecture and interior
decorating made palpable in the description of Mies by Philip Johnson “ . . . a decorator in the
best sense,” bears consideration, and will be analyzed in the context of Mies’s time with Paul,
particularly in light of what has happened to Paul’s legacy over the decades. The intention here
is not to replace the master narrative that positions Mies at the pinnacle of creative architectural
genius, but instead to expand upon it and consider how such narratives are formed and become
canon, as well to expand the canon to be more accurate and inclusive.

Part I – Forming Mies: Constructing the Historiographic Record
A review of the history of modern architecture, and Mies’s position within it, alongside that of the
history of interior decoration reveals two opposite poles of reality that present contrasting
narratives concerning the design culture of the first half of the twentieth century. Such a review
is instructive in understanding the place of Mies, and Lilly Reich, within the canon, and in
identifying the reasons why certain aspects of their design production have historically been less
recognized than others. The pioneering 1932 MoMA International Style exhibition and
accompanying publications did much to transmit information about European modern
architecture and to solidify the reputation of avant-garde architect/designers such as Mies in the
United States, codifying their architectural production in terms of a series of commendable
formal attributes. Aimed at specialist architects and designers, as well as sophisticated
museumgoers, such polemics, as various scholars have pointed out, were highly influential in
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determining the parameters of canonical modernism, and in shaping public taste. 4 The resulting
“high” modernism, with its “less is more” approach, to use Mies’s most oft-repeated aphorism,
would dominate architecture culture for decades to come. 5
At the other end of the spectrum, publications on interior design and interior decorating
in both the United States and in Europe catered to the interiors trade as well as to the trend- and
status-conscious consumer (particularly female) in the form of how-to books or as
autobiographical monographs by designer/decorators. Such texts, usually richly illustrated,
ranged from those that espoused progressive aesthetic, hygienic, and social reform for the
domestic interior (Wohnreform in German) to those that promoted the latest in fashionable
home decor to a popular readership, serving to further the commodification of the interior while
at the same time promising to help the reader achieve self-expression through the adoption of
specific design approaches and motifs.
With the emergence of the interior decorator as a profession in the United State in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth century, texts such as Edith Wharton’s and Ogden Codman
Jr.’s The Decoration of Houses (1897) established new disciplinary terrain. Figures from high
society such as Wharton, a novelist, and trailblazer Elsie de Wolfe, recognized as the first
professional interior decorator, sought to share their good taste with a broader public. The
writings of home economist Christine Frederick, American efficiency expert and follower of
Frederick Taylor, promoting household management systems were highly influential in postWorld War I Germany, emphasizing function and contributing greatly to rationalized design for
apartment planning, particularly for kitchens. The best known of these is Grete SchütteSee, for example, Terence Riley, The International Style: Exhibition 15 and the Museum of Modern Art
(New York: Rizzoli, 1992), 13n9. The 1932 MoMA show was followed two years later by “Machine Art,” an
exhibition curated by Philip Johnson with a catalogue that included, along with illustrations of the design
objects in the show and their textual accompaniment, the prices for each object, to encourage the
American public’s embrace and consumption of the modern style. See Philip Johnson, Machine Art (New
York: Museum of Modern Art, 1934). See also Bergdoll, “The Nature of Mies’s Space,” 374n1.
4

The phrase “less is more” was in fact, according to Mies, appropriated from his early employer Peter
Behrens. See Schulze and Windhorst, Mies van der Rohe: A Critical Biography, 205.
5
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Lihotsky’s Frankfurt Kitchen, designed in 1926 as part of Frankfurt city architect Ernst May’s
ambitious modern building project called New Frankfurt. 6 At the same time, early twentiethcentury German periodicals, often richly illustrated, offered a wide range of advice to their
readerships, ranging from high-minded texts that promoted the ideals of Wohnreform to more
mainstream offerings that promoted elegant living through fashionable decor.
Another body of pertinent writing: contemporary interior design studies/history/theory,
enriched by the application of critical theory to visual culture, has been expanding over the last
three decades and offers an interdisciplinary critique of the biases implicit in the canon of
modern architecture and design history. This dissertation contributes to that growing body of
scholarship with an examination of the existing discourse and an analysis of the artistic legacy
of Mies and Reich in relation to the canon.

Mies in the Literature on Modern Architecture
The corpus of contemporary Mies-related scholarship is immense and wide-ranging in scope. It
extends from canonical constructions of Mies as heroic modern architect published during his
lifetime in the period of late modernism by authors such as Peter Blake, whose The Master
Builders: Le Corbusier, Mies van der Rohe, Frank Lloyd Wright, already mentioned, appeared in
1960, to the standard Mies biography by Franz Schulze and its later iteration with Windhorst,

On Grete Schütte-Lihotsky and the Frankfurt Kitchen, see Nicholas Bullock, “First the Kitchen—Then the
Façade,” Journal of Design History 1, nos. 3/4 (1988): 177–92; D. W. Dreysse, Ernst May Housing
Estates: Architectural Guide to Eight New Frankfort Estates, 1926–1930 (Frankfurt: Fricke Verlag, 1988);
Susan R. Henderson, “A Revolution in the Woman’s Sphere: Grete Lihotzky and the Frankfurt Kitchen,”
in Architecture and Feminism, ed. Debra Coleman, Elizabeth Danze, and Carol Henderson (New York:
Princeton Architectural Press, 1996), 221–48; Peter Noever, ed., Margarete Schütte-Lihotzky. Soziale
Architektur—Zeitzeugin eines Jahrhunderts (Vienna: Böhlau, 1996); Juliet Kinchin and Aidan O’Connor,
Counter Space: Design and the Modern Kitchen (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2011); Martin Filler,
“When Modernism Entered the Kitchen,” New York Review of Books, January 21, 2011,
https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2011/01/21/when-modernism-entered-the-kitchen/; and Margarete
Schütte-Lihotzky, “Passages from Why I Became an Architect,” ed. and trans. Juliet Kinchin, West 86th
Translated Text, February 9, 2011, http://www.west86th.bgc.bard.edu/translatedtext/passages-from-whyi-became-an-architect-by-margarete-schutte-lihotzky/.
6
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already mentioned, to later critical texts. These include Wolf Tegethoff’s 1985 Mies van der
Rohe: The Villas and Country Houses 7 and Ludwig Mies van der Rohe: The Tugendhat House
(2000 and 2020), mentioned in the Introduction, Fritz Neumeyer’s 1991 The Artless Word: Mies
van der Rohe on the Building Art, already mentioned, and Jean-Louis Cohen’s 1996 Mies van
der Rohe, 8 and finally to such thematic, theoretical studies as The Presence of Mies, a series of
essays edited by Detlef Mertins published in 1994. 9 The catalogues for the 2001 exhibitions
Mies in Berlin and Mies in America provided a series of exemplary critical essays that
investigate various aspects of Mies’s oeuvre; those that focus on Mies’s interiors will be
discussed in greater detail in this chapter. 10
The existing literature focusing specifically on Mies’s interiors is relatively meager in
relation to the overall wealth of material on his architecture, and most studies give little attention
to the dividing of space with fabric partitions. These include the 1977 Furniture and Furniture
Drawings from the Design Collection and Mies van der Rohe Archive by Ludwig Glaeser,
architect and director of the Mies van der Rohe Archive at MoMA, 11 and Franz Schulze’s 1982
book Mies van der Rohe: Interior Spaces. 12 More recently, the collection of essays comprising
Mies and Modern Living: Interiors, Furniture, Photography (2008) offers an exhaustive study of
the design, construction, patenting, manufacture, and provenance of Mies’s and Reich’s

Wolf Tegethoff, Mies van der Rohe: The Villas and Country Houses, trans. Russell M. Stockman
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1985).
7

8

Jean-Louis Cohen, Mies van der Rohe, trans. Maggie Rosengarten (London: E and FN Spon, 1996).

9

Detlef Mertins, The Presence of Mies (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1994).

For further reading, consult David Spaeth, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe: An Annotated Bibliography and
Chronology (New York: Garland, 1979) and Riley and Bergdoll, Mies in Berlin. More recently, Carsten
Krohn’s Mies van der Rohe: The Built Work (Basel: Birkhäuser, 2014) offers a useful chronological
bibliography.
10

11 Ludwig Glaeser, Furniture and Furniture Drawings from the Design Collection and Mies van der Rohe
Archive (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1977).
12

Franz Schulze, Mies van der Rohe: Interior Spaces (Chicago: Arts Club of Chicago: 1982).
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furniture designs. 13 In “The Collaboration Between Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich,” for
example, author Christiane Lange thoughtfully discusses the nature of Mies’s and Reich’s
collaborative process, giving Reich due credit while also acknowledging the ultimate difficulties
in determining sole authorship of a design in such an active working partnership. 14 Also included
in that collection is a section titled “Interiors,” which includes an essay by Jan Maruhn and Nina
Senger on the topic of residential spaces Mies and Reich designed for art collectors. 15
Wallis Miller has contributed considerably to the study of Mies’s and Reich’s interiors,
specifically researching their exhibition designs, and acknowledging, albeit briefly, the
significance of their use of hanging fabric walls in terms of their space dividing functions. In
analyzing the 1927 Velvet and Silk Café at Die Mode der Dame exhibition in Berlin, she points
out, for example, the “shifting relationship between the material on display and the architectural
elements that defined the space” and the ability of fabric to shape interior space through
transparency and displacement, functioning to manipulate viewers’ perception of it. 16
The general Mies literature also includes significant discussions of Mies’s interior design,
of which Wolf Tegethoff’s studies are among the most in-depth: Tegethoff’s Mies van der Rohe:
The Villas and Country Houses, already mentioned, as well as his 1998 Im Brennpunkt der
Moderne: Mies van der Rohe und das Haus Tugendhat in Brünn, 17 and his essay in Ludwig
Mies van der Rohe: The Tugendhat House, previously noted, as well as his essay "From
13

Reuter and Schulte, Mies and Modern Living.

14 Christiane Lange, “The Collaboration Between Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich,” in Reuter and
Schulte, Mies and Modern Living, 195–210.

Nina Senger and Jan Maruhn, “Architecture and Art: Mies van der Rohe Builds for Art Collectors,” in
Reuter and Schulte, eds., Mies and Modern Living, 57–70. See also Jan Maruhn, “Less is More,” in
Berliner Lebenswelten der zwanziger Jahre. Bilder einer untergegangenen Kultur, ed. Jan T. Köhler, Jan
Maureen, and Nina Senger (Frankfurt am Main: Vito von Eichborn 1996), 80–83; and “Building for Art:
Mies van der Rohe as the Architect for Art Collectors,” in Riley and Bergdoll, Mies in Berlin, 318–23.
15

16

Wallis Miller, “Mies and Exhibitions,” in Riley and Bergdoll, Mies in Berlin, 349.

Wolf Tegethoff, Im Brennpunkt der Moderne: Mies van der Rohe und das Haus Tugendhat in Brünn
(Munich: HypoVereinsbank, 1998).
17
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Obscurity to Maturity: Mies van der Rohe's Breakthrough to Modernism" included in MoMA’s
Mies van Der Rohe: Critical Essays, edited by Franz Schulze and published to celebrate the
centennial year of Mies’s birth, being key examples. 18 Other notable texts that consider Mies’s
interiors include the 1947 exhibition catalogue for the Mies retrospective at MoMA, written by
Phillip Johnson, 19 Richard Pommer and Christian F. Otto’s 1991 Weissenhof 1927 and the
Modern Movement in Architecture, 20 and Claire Zimmerman’s 2016 Mies van der Rohe 1886–1969: The Structure of Space. 21 While these discussions consistently mention and sometimes
describe Mies’s and Reich’s fabric curtain partitions, some in greater depth than others, none
devotes significant attention to the subject.
Scholarly analyses that discuss the influence of Karl Friedrich Schinkel on Mies’s oeuvre
are pertinent to this study, and will be discussed in detail in Chapter Three, with a particular
focus on Schinkel’s theatricality and his interiors. In particular, Bergdoll’s essay “The Nature of
Mies’s Space” is of direct relevance. 22 In Chapter Four, the relationship of Mies and Reich’s use
of the fabric curtain/wall to the theories and interior design praxis of Gottfried Semper will be
analyzed, and thus, pertinent literature on Semper will be utilized. This includes George
Wagner’s essay “Ultrasuede,” with its queer-theory-influenced methodology, which uses
Semper’s influential Bekleidungstheorie to analyze the use of textiles in the work of Schinkel
and Loos (although it does not include Mies and Reich). 23

18

Schulze, ed. Mies van Der Rohe: Critical Essays), 28–94.

19

Philip C. Johnson, Mies van der Rohe, 3rd ed. (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1977).

Richard Pommer and Christian F. Otto, Weissenhof 1927 and the Modern Movement in Architecture
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991).
20

21

Claire Zimmerman, Mies van der Rohe, 1886-1969: The Structure of Space (Cologne: Taschen, 2006).

22

Bergdoll, “The Nature of Mies’s Space.”

23

George Wagner, “Ultrasuede” Perspecta 33 (2002): 90-103. https://www.jstor.org/stable/1567302.
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Scholarship on the Interior
While numerous general historical surveys of interior design, including the topic of the domestic
interior, have already been undertaken, 24 the critical study of the visual culture and theory of the

For general histories of the interior, see Charles McCorquodale, The History of Interior Decoration, 2nd
ed. (Oxford: Phaidon, 1988); Robbie G. Blakemore, History of Interior Design and Furniture: From Ancient
Europe to Nineteenth-Century Europe, 2nd ed. (Hoboken, NJ: J. Wiley and Sons, 2006); John Pile and
Judith Gura, A History of Interior Design, 4th ed. (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley, 2014); Mario Praz, An Illustrated
History of Interior Decoration (New York: Thames and Hudson, 1982); Mario Praz, An Illustrated History
of Furnishing from the Renaissance to the Twentieth Century (New York: Braziller, 1964); George
Savage, A Concise History of Interior Decoration (New York: Grosset and Dunlap, 1966); Stanley
Abercrombie and Sherrill Whiton, Interior Design and Decoration, 6th ed. (Upper Saddle River, NJ:
Prentice-Hall, 2008); and Jeannie Ireland, History of Interior Design (London: Fairchild Books, 2008).
24

On the modern interior, see Stanley Abercrombie, A Century of Interior Design 1900–2000: The Design,
the Designers, the Products, and the Profession (New York: Rizzoli International Publications, 2003); Ann
Massey, Interior Design of the Twentieth Century (London: Thames and Hudson, 1990); Penny Spark,
The Modern Interior (London: Reaktion Books, 2008); Penny Sparke, Anne Massey, Trevor Keeble, and
Brenda Martin, eds., Designing the Modern Interior: From the Victorians to Today (Oxford: Berg, 2009);
and Allen Tate and C. Ray Smith, Interior Design in the Twentieth Century (New York: Harper and Row,
1986). For an exemplary overview of the interior design historiography, see Paula Baxter, “Thirty Years of
Growth in the Literature of Interior Design,” Journal of Design History 4, no. 4 (1991): 241–50.
On interior design theory, see Stanley Abercrombie, A Philosophy of Interior Design (New York: Harper
and Row, 1990); Ewa Lajer-Burchart and Beate Söntgen, eds., Interiors and Interiority, (Berlin: Walter
DeGruyter, 2016); Martin Filler, “The Plain, the Fancy, the Real, and the Unreal” (especially “Introduction:
Interior Design”), Progressive Architecture 58 (September 1977): 57–58; and Lois Weinthal, ed., Toward
a New Interior: An Anthology of Interior Design Theory (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2011).
On the domestic interior, see Chiara Briganti and Kathy Mezei, eds., The Domestic Space Reader
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2012); Stephen Calloway, Twentieth-Century Decoration: The
Domestic Interior from 1900 to the Present Day (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1988); Charlotte
Gere, Nineteenth-Century Decoration: The Art of the Interior (New York: Abrams, 1989); Hilde Heynen
and Gülsüm Baydar, eds., Negotiating Domesticity: Spatial Productions of Gender in Modern Architecture
(London: Routledge, 2005); Susie McKellar and Penny Sparke, eds., Interior Design and Identity
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2004); Charles Rice, The Emergence of the Interior:
Architecture, Modernity, Domesticity (London: Routledge, 2007); Victoria Rosner, Modernism and the
Architecture of Private Life (New York: Columbia University Press, 2008); Witold Rybczynski, Home: A
Short History of an Idea (New York: Viking, 1986); Peter Thornton, Authentic Décor: The Domestic
Interior, 1620–1920 (New York: Viking, 1984); and Alexa Griffith Winton, "Inhabited Space: Critical
Theories and the Domestic Interior," in The Handbook of Interior Architecture and Design, ed. Lois
Weinthal and Graeme Brooker (London: Bloomsbury Press, 2013), 40–49.
Studies of the German domestic interior include Gertrud Benker and Helga Schmidt-Glassner,
Bürgerliches Wohnen, städtische Wohnkultur in Mitteleuropa von der Gotik bis zum Jugendstil (Munich:
Callwey, 1984); Sonja Günther, Das deutsche Heim: Luxusinterieurs und Arbeitermöbel von der
Gründerzeit bis zum “Dritten Reich” (Giessen: Anabas, 1984); Harmut Häußermann, “Neue Haushalte:
Wohnformer zwischen Individualisierung und Vergemeinschaftung,” in Neue Wohnformen, ed. Wüstenrot
Stiftung (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1999): 12–21; Hartmut Häußermann and Walter Siebel, Soziologie des
Wohnens. Eine Einführung in Wandel und Ausdifferenzierung des Wohnens (Munich: Juventa-Verlag,
1996); Sigrid Hinz, Innenraum und Möbel. Von der Antike bis Zur Gegenwart (Wilhelmshaven: Florian
Noetzel Verlag, 1989); Gert Kähler, ed., Geschichte des Wohnens, vol. 4, 1918–1945, Reform, Reaktion,
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interior is a relatively new area of focus, part of the burst of activity in the discipline of
architectural history and theory which has been taking place in the last three decades or so. 25
The published result of this scholarly activity includes Interior Design and Identity, edited by
Susie McKellar and Penny Sparke (2004); Intimus: Interior Design Theory Reader, edited by
Mark Taylor and Julieanna Preston (2006); Designing the Modern Interior: From the Victorians
to Today, edited by Penny Sparke, Anne Massey, Trevor Keeble, and Brenda Martin (2009);
Toward a New Interior: An Anthology of Interior Design Theory, edited by Lois Weinthal (2011);
The Domestic Space Reader, edited by Chiara Briganti and Kathy Mezei (2012); and After
Taste: Expanded Practice in Interior Design, edited by Kent Kleinman, Joanna Merwood-

Zerstörung (Stuttgart: Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, 2000); Enno Kaufhold, Berliner Interieurs, 1910–1930
(Berlin: Nicolai, 2012); Edmund Meier-Oberist, Kulturgeschichte des Wohnens im abendländischen Raum
(Hamburg: Holzmann, 1956); Stefan Muthesius, Das englische Vorbild: Eine Studie zu den deutschen
Reformbewegungen in Architektur, Wohnbau und Kunstgewerbe im späteren 19. Jahrhundert (Munich:
Prestel, 1974); Jürgen Reulecke, ed., Geschichte des Wohnens, vol. 3, 1800–1918: Das bürgerliche
Zeitalter (Stuttgart: Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, 1999); Sigrid Sangl, Biedermeier to Bauhaus (London:
Frances Lincoln, 2000); Hans Dieter Schaal, Innenräume: Interior Spaces (Berlin: Ernst and Sohn, 1995);
Martina Weinland, Wohnen im Wandel: Das Zuhause. Die Zeit. Die Wohnkultur, exh. cat. (Berlin: Stiftung
Stadtmuseum Berlin, 2000); Hans Wichman, Aufbruch zum neuen Wohnen (Basel: Birkhäuser Verlag,
1978); Sabine Wieber, “Designing the Nation: Neo-Northern Renaissance Interiors and the Politics of
Identity in Late Nineteenth-Century Germany, 1876–1888” (master’s thesis, University of Chicago, 2004);
Sabine Wieber,“The German Interior at the Turn of the Last Century,” in Sparke, Massey, Keeble, and
Martin, Designing the Modern Interior, 53–64; and Sabine Wieber, Introduction to Performance, Fashion,
and the Modern Interior: From the Victorians to Today, ed. Fiona Fisher, Trevor Keeble, Patricia LaraBetancourt, and Brenda Martin (London: Berg, 2011), 9–15.
For a discussion of soft furnishings, in particular curtains, in the late nineteenth-century German interior of
the Kaiserreich and their role in constructions of identity, see Marianne Eggler, “Imperial Anxiety and
Aggressive Décor: Imaging the Domestic Interior of the German Kaiserreich,” in Visualizing the
Nineteenth-Century Home: Modern Art and the Decorative Impulse, ed. Anca Lasc (Abington: Routledge:
2016): 139–57.
25 Along with this efflorescence of critical texts was the founding of the Centre for the Study of the Design
of the Modern Interior (now called the Modern Interiors Research Centre) at Kingston University, London,
in 2005. The center, which sponsors the annual Dorich House Conference, a forum for recent
scholarship, is particularly concerned with issues of class, gender, and identity as they impact and are in
turn constructed by the design of the modern interior. Design historian Penny Sparke, whose pioneering
work on the subject has paved the way for much later scholarship, including my own, serves as the
center’s current director. The research team has included visiting scholars, including Alice T. Friedman
and Pat Kirkham, whose landmark writings on interior design have also been of significant influence on
this dissertation.
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Salisbury, and Lois Weinthal (2012). 26 These exemplary studies provided a methodological
model for this dissertation.

Literature on Modern Architecture and the Interior in Germany
Important German studies of modern architecture range from early, Wilhelmine considerations
like Karl Scheffler’s Moderne Baukunst (Modern Architecture) (1907), to Weimar-era
publications including the following titles, all by architects: Adolf Behne’s Der moderne
Zweckbau (The Modern Functional Building) (1923, published 1926); Walter Gropius’s
Internationale Architektur (1925); Ludwig Hilbersheimer’s Internationale neue Baukunst (1926);
Gustav Adolf Platz’s Die Baukunst der Neuesten Zeit (Contemporary Architecture) (1927);
Walter Curt Behrendt’s Der Sieg des neuen Baustils (The Victory or Triumph of the New
Building Style) (1927); and Bruno Taut’s Bauen: der neue Wohnbau (Architecture: The New
Dwelling) (1927) and Die neue Baukunst in Europa und Amerika (The New Architecture in
Europe and America) (1929; also published in English as Modern Architecture). 27 This literature
represents, as Bletter has shown, a broad diversity of theoretical approaches and interpretations
of the “modern.” 28 These varying approaches to the subject of modern architecture range from
Behne’s nuanced critical appraisal in Der moderne Zweckbau to Behrendt’s study of the
26 See McKellar and Sparke, Interior Design and Identity; Taylor and Preston, Intimus; Sparke, Massey,
Keeble, and Martin, Designing the Modern Interior; Weinthal, Toward a New Interior; Briganti and Mezei,
The Domestic Space Reader; and Kent Kleinman, Joanna Merwood-Salisbury, and Lois Weinthal, eds.,
After Taste: Expanded Practice in Interior Design (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2012).

Adolf Behne, Der moderne Zweckbau, Die Baukunst (Munich: Drei Masken, 1926). For a thorough
discussion of Behne’s theories, writings and significance, see Rosemarie Haag Bletter, Introduction to
Adolf Behne: The Modern Functional Building, trans. Michael Robinson (Los Angeles: Getty Research
Institute for the History of Art and the Humanities, 1996), 1-83. Walter Gropius, Internationale Architecktur
(Munich: Albert Langen, 1925); Ludwig Hilberseimer, Internationale neue Baukunst (Berlin: J. Hoffman,
1926); Gustav Adolf Platz, Die Baukunst der Neuesten Zeit (Berlin: Propyläen Verlag, 1927); Walter Curt
Behrendt, Der Sieg des neuen Baustils (Stuttgart: Dr. F. Wedekind, 1927); Bruno Taut, Bauen: Der neue
Wohnbau (Leipzig: Klinkhardt and Biermann, 1927); Bruno Taut, Die neue Baukunst in Europa und
Amerika (Stuttgart: J. Hoffmann, 1929); and Bruno Taut, Modern Architecture (London: The Studio,
1929).
27

28

See Bletter, Introduction to Adolf Behne.
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following year, with its heavy emphasis on formal style, which would foreshadow Hitchcock’s
and Johnson’s presentation of the “International Style” in America in 1932. 29 These texts would
provide the foundation for the canon of modern architecture as it was transmitted internationally.
German-language literature on the domestic interior, inspired by the pioneering efforts
on the part of British design reform advocates beginning in the mid-nineteenth century,
translated William Morris’s utopian Arts and Crafts philosophy and brought it home to a German
readership. Two of the most important of these texts were Hermann Muthesius’s Das englische
Haus (The English House) (1904) and Paul Mebes’s 1908 book Um 1800 (Around 1800). 30
Muthesius’s text, along with his Landhaus und Garten, Beispiele neuzeitlicher Landhäuser nebst
Grundrissen, Innenräme und Gärten (Country House and Garden, Examples of the Latest
Country Houses and Sites, Interiors and Gardens) and Wie baue ich mein Haus (How Do I Build
My discussion derives from Bletter’s thorough analysis of the historiography of the Neues Bauen and
discussion of the various tendencies, including functionalism, Expressionism, and Sachlichkeit, which
coexisted in German modernism.
29

Hermann Muthesius, Das englische Haus: Entwicklung, Bedingungen, Anlage, Aufbau, Einrichtung und
Innenraum, 3 vols. (Berlin: E. Wasmuth, 1904-05); Paul Mebes, Um 1800: Architektur und Handwerk im
letzten Jahrhundert ihrer traditionellen Entwicklung (Munich: F. Bruckmann, 1908). The original
Biedermeier movement, which extended from the early nineteenth century to roughly the 1830s and even
1840s or later, translated the grandiosity of the design of the French court into a more tempered, intimate,
and resolutely bourgeois style which emphasized simple, elegant furnishings with clean lines and minimal
applied decoration. The Biedermeier mentality took its name from the fictitious character Weiland Gottlieb
Biedermaier, a stereotypical bourgeois everyman and poet known for his stodgy verse who was
popularized by Adolf Kussmaul and Ludwig Eichrodt in a Munich periodical as a caricature of the German
bourgeoisie.
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On Biedermeier design, see Josef Folnesics, ed., Innenräume und Hausrat der Empire- und Biedermeierzeit Österreich-Ungarn (Vienna: A. Schroll, 1903); Josef August Lux, Empire und Biedermeier: Eine
Sammlung von Möbeln und Innenräumen, 7th ed. (Stuttgart: Julius Hoffmann, 1930). For recent
treatments, see Linda Chase and Karl Kemp, The World of Biedermeier (New York: Thames and Hudson,
2001); Melanie Fleischmann and Michael Hales, In the Neoclassical Style: Empire, Biedermeier, and the
Contemporary Home (New York: Thames and Hudson, 1988); and Georg Himmelheber, Biedermeier,
1815–1835: Architecture, Painting, Sculpture, Decorative Arts, Fashion, trans. John William Gabriel
(Munich: Prestel, 1989). See also the catalogue for the first major United States exhibition on the subject
at the Milwaukee Art Museum, held in 2006: Hans Ottomeyer, Klaus Albrecht Schröder, and Laurie
Winters, eds., Biedermeier: The Invention of Simplicity, exh. cat. (Osfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2006). On the
Neo-Biedermeier, see Stanford Anderson, “The Legacy of German Neoclassicism and Biedermeier:
Behrens, Tessenow, Loos, and Mies,” Assemblage 15 (August 1991): 62–87; and Thomas Heyden,
Biedermeier als Erzieher: Studien zum Neubiedermeier in Raumkunst und Architektur, 1896–1910
(Weimar: Verlag und Datenbank für Geistewissenschaften, 1994). See also Bergdoll, “The Nature of
Mies’s Space,” in Riley and Bergdoll, Mies in Berlin, 67–106.
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My House) (1915) was the result of research undertaken during his tenure as German cultural
attaché in London, and communicated his appreciation for the philosophy and design forms of
the British Arts and Crafts movement, particularly as it concerned the domestic interior. 31 A
reaction to the historicism and opulence of late-nineteenth century bourgeois interior design in
Germany which had developed following the Gründerzeit in 1871, Muthesius’s goal, which he
pursued in his own architectural practice, was the simplicity, honesty of construction, truth to
materials, and attention to function that he appreciated in the British model.
This spirit of Wohnreform permeated the design culture of Germany in the first decade of
the twentieth century, as Mies was coming of age professionally. Extraordinarily influential at the
time of its publishing, Mebes’s book served to usher in a fashion in architecture and design
which revived the Austro-German Biedermeier style, a version of neoclassicism with a resolutely
middle-class feeling and strong emphasis on the domestic interior. Characterized by its elegant
simplicity and “honest” bourgeois practicality, the Neo-Biedermeier was a nostalgic mining of the
German and Austrian past with underlying nationalistic overtones. The Neo-Biedermeier style
would prove highly influential to the young Mies, as he appropriated this design approach from
Bruno Paul, a topic explored in detail later in this chapter.
In the years that followed, scores of published works appeared in Germany on the
subject of domestic architecture and interiors during the late Wilhelmine and Weimar periods
that differed considerably in tone and intent, from the lighthearted and even satirical to the
political, and from the practical to the theoretical. These texts ranged widely in approach; on one
end of the spectrum are those with overt sociopolitical and even utopian intentions, including
Bruno Taut’s Die neue Wohnung: die Frau als Schöpferin (The New Dwelling: The Woman as

See Hermann Muthesius, Landhaus und Garten, Beispiele neuzeitlicher Landhäuser nebst
Grundrissen, Innenräme und Gärten (Munich: F. Bruckmann, 1907) and Wie baue ich mein Haus
(Munich: F. Bruckmann, 1917).
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Creator) (1924), Adolf Behne’s Neues Wohnen―Neues Bauen (New Dwelling―New Building)
(1927), and Erich Mendelsohn’s Neues Haus Neue Welt (New House New World) (1932). 32
Books like Elisabet Neff’s 1927 Auch allein—wohne fein: die Wohnung der Junggesellin
(Live Well, Even Alone) provided practical decorating advice and encouragement to a newly
acknowledged and traditionally underappreciated segment of the post-WWI German population:
unmarried women. 33 This focus on the new demographic of unmarried people residing solo was
a major preoccupation in German architecture culture, as evidenced in Mies’s model Apartment
for a Bachelor, exhibited at the 1927 Die Wohnung exhibition in Stuttgart, and Lilly Reich’s
model Exhibition House shown at the Berlin Building Exposition in 1931 (both of which are
discussed further in chapter four). Such discussions were at the forefront of design discourse in
the aftermath of the First World War, with the acute housing shortage resulting in explorations of
the Existenzminimum (the minimum amount of space in which a person can live and thrive) and
the quest for a minimal habitable dwelling (the Minimal Wohnung), achieved through a process
of rational, scientific design. This pressing topic, which served as the theme for the 1929
conference of the Congrès International d’Architecture Moderne (CIAM) and its accompanying
publication Die Wohnung für das Existenzminimum (The Dwelling for Minimal Living) was
further explored in works like Czech architect/designer Karel Teige’s influential Nejmenší byt
(The Minimum Dwelling) (1932). 34 Teige was highly critical of modern architecture in service to
the elite, referring to Mies’s Tugendhat House

Bruno Taut, Die neue Wohnung: die Frau als Schöpferin (Leipzig: Klinkhardt and Biermann, 1924);
Adolf Behne, Neues Wohnen―Neues Bauen (Leipzig: Hesse and Becker Verlag, 1927); Erich
Mendelsohn, Neues Haus Neue Welt (Berlin: R. Mosse, 1932).
32

Elisabet Neff, Auch allein—wohne fein: die Wohnung der Junggesellin (Stuttgart: Franckh’sche
Verlagshandlung, 1927).
33

34 Frankfurt Hochbauamt, Die Wohnung für das Existenzminimum (Frankfurt: Englert and Schlosser,
1930); Karel Teige, Nejmenší byt (Prague: V. Petr, 1932), trans. Eric Dluhosch as The Minimum Dwelling
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2002).
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as “the pinnacle of modernist snobbism.” 35 Teige’s critique of Mies’s model house at the 1931
Berlin Building Exposition was no less scathing; Teige accused it of “snobbish ostentation.” 36
Indeed, besides his model apartments in Stuttgart, Mies did not continue to pursue projects for
apartment-style housing; his Afrikanischestrasse Municipal Housing complex in Berlin-Wedding,
begun in 1925 and completed the same year as Die Wohnung exhibition, and his only foray into
subsidized housing for the working class, was not a career milestone of which he was proud.
At the opposite end of the spectrum are the popular how-to decorate manuals that
appeared during the Wilhelmine and Weimar eras; these include Hermann Wahrlich’s Wohnung
und Hausrat. Beispiele neuzeitlicher Wohnräume und ihre Ausstattung (Dwelling and
Furnishings: Examples of the Latest Domestic Interiors and Their Installation) (1908); Alexander
Koch’s Handbuch neuzeitlicher Wohnungskultur (Handbook of the Latest Style of Living) (1912);
Koch’s 1000 Ideen zur Künstlerischen Ausgestaltung der Wohnung (1000 Ideas for the Artistic
Design of the Home) (1926); and Wilhelm Lotz’s Wie richte ich meine Wohnung ein? Modern—
gut—mit welchen Kosten? (How Do I Furnish My Dwelling? Modern―Good―At What Cost?)
(1930). 37
Mies’s and Reich’s interiors were widely illustrated, as in Werner Gräff’s Innenräume
(1928), which included photos of the various model rooms in Mies’s 1927 apartment block,
created for exhibition at the Deutsche Werkbund model housing fair Die Wohnung in Stuttgart
and built at the Weissenhofsiedlung [FIG. 1.1]. They were also featured in Gustav Adolf Platz’s
35

Karel Teige, The Minimum Dwelling, trans. Eric Dluhosch (Cambridge, MA and London: MIT, 2002), 7.
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Teige, The Minimum Dwelling, 197.

Hermann Wahrlich, Wohnung und Hausrat. Beispiele neuzeitlicher Wohnräume und ihre Ausstattung
(Munich: F. Bruckmann, 1908); Alexander Koch, Handbuch neuzeitlicher Wohnungskultur (Darmstadt: A.
Koch, 1912); Alexander Koch, 1000 Ideen zur Künstlerischen Ausgestaltung der Wohnung (Darmstadt: A.
Koch, 1926); Wilhelm Lotz, Wie richte ich meine Wohnung ein? Modern—gut—mit welchen Kosten?
(Berlin: Hermann Reckendorf, 1930). See also Gerold E. Beetz, Das eigene Heim und sein Garten, unter
besonderer Berücksichtigung der Verhältnisse unseres Mittelstandes (Wiesbaden: Westdeutsche
Verlagsgesellschaft, 1909); Max Heidrich, Deutsche Wohnungskunst. Handbuch für bürgerliche
Wohnungskultur (Wiesbaden: Westdeutsche Verlagsgesellschaft, 1913); and Paul Griesser, Die neue
Wohnung und ihre Möbel (Stuttgart: J. Hoffman, 1930).
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Wohnräume der Gegenwart (Contemporary domestic interiors) [FIG. 1.2; FIG. 1.3; FIG. 1.4;
FIG. 1.5]; by 1933, the year of its publication, the use of fabric space-dividing partitions was so
widespread in Germany that they appeared over twenty times throughout Platz’s text, in the
interiors of leading architects including Peter Behrens, Richard Neutra, Erich Mendelsohn,
Richard Neutra, and Hans Scharoun. 38
In addition to these popular works, the wealth of German periodicals dedicated to
architectural design and interiors such as Innendekoration (Interior Decoration) Das Schöne
Heim (The Beautiful Home, or House Beautiful) Deutsche Kunst und Dekoration, (German Art
and Decoration) and Neue Baukunst (New Architecture) reflects the broad interest in the
subject of the domestic interior in late nineteenth and early twentieth-century Germany.

Contemporary Literature on the History and Theory of the Modern Interior
Of particular importance to this dissertation are writings on the modern interior,
especially those that address Mies’s and Reich’s collaborative designs, which interpret
constructions of space from a gender-based, and specifically feminist, perspective. Genderbased approaches to interior space include the feminist anthologies Architecture and Feminism;
The Sex of Architecture; Women’s Places: Architecture and Design 1860-1960; and Sexuality
and Space, along with Aaron Betsky’s Building Sex: Men, Women, Architecture, and the
Construction of Sexuality; and Stud: Architectures of Masculinity, edited by Joel Sanders. 39
Despina Stratigakos’s dissertation Skirts and Scaffolding: Women Architects, Gender and
Gustav Adolf Platz, Wohnräume der Gegenwart (Berlin: Propyläen-Verlag, 1933), 109, 202, 208, 218,
219, 233, 238, 261, 267, 310, 311, 312, 313, 314, 326, 327, 341, 365, 368, 375 381, 387, 391, 435.
Platz’s book will be discussed further in chapter four.
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See Beatrix Colomina, ed., Sexuality and Space (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1992);
Coleman, Danze, and Henderson, Architecture and Feminism (New York: Princeton Architectural Press,
1997); Diana Agrest, Patricia Conway, and Leslie Kanes Weisman, eds., The Sex of Architecture (New
York: Abrams, 1996); Aaron Betsky, Building Sex: Men, Women, Architecture, and the Construction of
Sexuality (New York: William Morrow, 1995); and Joel Sanders, ed., Stud: Architectures of Masculinity
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1996).
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Design in Wilhelmine Germany, which offers a thorough study of the construction of the
architect’s persona in Wilhelmine Germany from a feminist perspective, is also useful. 40 Magar’s
“Project Manual for the Glass House” and Singley’s “Living in a Glass Prism: The Female Figure
in Ludwig Mies van der Rohe’s Domestic Speculum,” mentioned earlier, as well as Alice T.
Friedman’s “Domestic Differences: Edith Farnsworth, Mies van der Rohe, and the Gendered
Body,” each bring a welcome critique of Mies’s interior spaces that confronts the issue of
function in relation to gender and power. 41 In addition, the literature devoted to Lilly Reich
constitutes an important contribution; texts by Günther and McQuaid in particular address Mies
and Reich’s collaboratively designed interiors, addressing the fabric curtain partitions in varying
levels of detail. Finally, my treatment of the interiors of Mies and Reich is greatly indebted to
Beatriz Colomina’s exhaustive study of the domestic interior in Privacy and Publicity: Modern
Architecture as Mass Media, and also, in particular to her essay “Mies Not,” previously
mentioned. 42 The latter, a frank and irreverent questioning of the potential value of undertaking
yet another study of Mies, and her ultimate decision to contribute to the discourse, encourages
another chink in the edifice of Mies.

Texts on the Subject of Decoration and the Decorative
Important sources for the decorative commence with Loos’s “Ornament and Crime,“ and extend
to contemporary interpretations such as Jenny Anger’s “Forgotten Ties: The Suppression of the
Decorative in German Art and Theory, 1900–1915,” included in Not at Home: The Suppression
Despina Maria Stratigakos, “Skirts and Scaffolding: Women Architects, Gender and Design in
Wilhelmine Germany” (PhD diss., Bryn Mawr College, 1999); subsequent to the defense of this
dissertation, Stratigakos’s book A Women’s Berlin: Building the Modern City (Minneapolis and London:
Univ. of Minnesota, 2008) further explores this topic.
40

41 Alice T. Friedman, “Domestic Differences: Edith Farnsworth, Mies van der Rohe, and the Gendered
Body,” in Not at Home: The Suppression of Domesticity in Modern Art and Architecture, ed. Christopher
Reed (London: Thames and Hudson, 1996), 179–92.
42

Beatriz Colomina, , “Mies Not,” in The Presence of Mies 75–101.
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of Domesticity in Modern Art and Architecture), a 1996 anthology of essays that served to define
discussions of the domestic in relation to art and design. 43 Anger’s work, while it does not
address the work of Mies and Reich, has provided a valuable model for a study of domesticity
within artistic, social, and political context. This dissertation expands upon Anger’s argument
that the decorative was suppressed in German art and theory in the first decades of the
twentieth century, extending her discussion to include the ways in which the modernist bias
against the decorative has effectively subverted the recognition of its importance on the work of
Mies and Reich.
Another major source of methodological inspiration is Virginia Fabbri Butera’s
unpublished 2002 dissertation “The Folding Screen as Sexual Metaphor in Twentieth Century
Western Art: An Analysis of Screens by Eileen Gray, Man Ray, and Bruce Conner.” 44 Butera’s
work differs significantly from my own in that her primary focus is the discussion of the sexual
subject matter represented pictorially on folding screens, rather than a discussion of the use of
the fabric curtain/wall in the open plan, and she does not address the work of Mies and Reich.
However, Butera’s study proposes a way of thinking about their curtain partitions in terms of a
gender-based, specifically feminist approach, and will be discussed in detail in Chapter 4.
Finally, Joel Sanders’s essay “Curtain Wars” 45 provided primary inspiration for my
treatment of the fabric curtain partition’s functions and meanings. Chapter three, “Mies the
Decorator,” will expound upon Sanders’ theories, with a focus on Mies and Reich’s curtain/walls.
As evidenced by the recent scholarship of Robin Schuldenfrei, 46 which appeared after the
Jenny Anger, “Forgotten Ties: The Suppression of the Decorative in German Art and Theory, 19001915,” in Reed, Not at Home, 130–46.
43

Virginia Fabbri Butera, “The Folding Screen as Sexual Metaphor in Twentieth-Century Western Art: An
Analysis of Screens by Eileen Gray, Man Ray, and Bruce Conner” (PhD diss., City University of New
York, 2002).
44

45 Joel Sanders, “Curtain Wars: Architects, Decorators, and the Twentieth-Century Interior,” Harvard
Design Magazine 16, no. 16 (1994): 87–88.
46

See Ch. 1, 5n15.
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writing of this dissertation, the theme of the decorative in the work of Mies and Reich has taken
on renewed vigor, and this dissertation contributes further to the topic.

Part II – Forming Mies: The Denial of the Father (the Troubled Legacy of Bruno Paul)
The formation of the “canonical Mies” was realized, on the one hand, through Mies’s
assimilation of artistic and intellectual models of influence, and on the other, through a series of
historical edits, by scholars, but also by Mies himself. One of his acknowledged models, his
employer German architect/designer Peter Behrens (1868–1940), is treated as a towering figure
of early modernism and a celebrated precursor to Mies’s “less is more” aesthetic. Considered
the quintessential Wilhelmine pioneer, Behrens is standard fare in undergraduate design history
classes. 47
However, the significance of another, less celebrated figure in Mies’s Wilhelmine
experience should be readdressed: Bruno Paul (1874–1968), German illustrator, furniture
designer, interior designer and decorator, and later, architect. Paul was Mies’s other early
teacher and mentor, for a brief but significant period in Mies’s formative years in Berlin. Was it
the belief, for example, that less is more that prompted Mies in 1938, after immigrating to the
United States, to expunge his time with Paul from his curriculum vitae? 48 Was it a “denial of the

Mies’s other self-proclaimed influences included Henrik Berlage, Alfred Messel, and Frank Lloyd
Wright. For a discussion of Mies’s influences, see in particular Detlef Mertins, “Architectures of
Becoming,” in Mies in Berlin, 124–27; Neumeyer, The Artless Word; and Tegethoff, Mies van der Rohe:
The Villas and Country Houses. On Behrens, see Stanford Anderson, Peter Behrens and a New
Architecture for the Twentieth Century (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2002); Tillmann Buddensieg,
Industrielkultur: Peter Behrens and the AEG, 1907–1917, trans. Ian Boyd White (Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press, 1984); and Frederic J. Schwarz, The Werkbund: Design Theory and Mass Culture before the First
World War (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1996). Recent reevaluations of the Wilhelmine era
have resulted in a more comprehensive understanding of the period’s art, architecture, and design
culture; see for example Mark Jarzombek’s “The Kunstgewerbe, the Werkbund, and the Aesthetics of
Culture in the Wilhelmine Period,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 53, no. 1 (March
1994): 7–19.
47

“Professor Ludwig Mies van der Rohe,” photocopy of Mies’s typed curriculum vitae (1940 or later),
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe papers, 1921-1969, Library of Congress, box 62, “Speeches, Articles, and
Other Writings” file.
48
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father,” to whom Mies’s penchant for the decorative and even his development of Raumkunst
(the art of space) were profoundly indebted? Is this a simple case of the “anxiety of influence,”
to use Harold Bloom’s phrase, 49 or an important and revealing component of Mies’s artistic selfconstruction, one that rewrote his formative Wilhelmine period and denied Paul any significant
role in shaping Mies’s artistic development?
Mies was associated with Bruno Paul in Berlin from June 1907 until May 1908 while
studying at the Unterrichtsanstalt des Berliner Kunstgewerbemuseums (the academy of the
Berlin Applied Art Museum), 50 before working for Behrens. Twelve years older than Mies, Paul
achieved a remarkable level of professional status and financial success in his day, gaining the
reputation as one of the most important German architect/designers of the first decades of the
twentieth century, although he is not well known today, particularly in the United States. His
early oeuvre, in the realm of graphic design, consisted of satirical illustrations published in the
leading Jugendstil journal Simplicissimus, which were highly regarded for their acerbic humor
and progressive political stance. 51 He was one of the founders of the influential Deutscher

My argument for a reconsideration of Bruno Paul’s influence dates back at least to 2003 when it was
presented publicly in the form of a dissertation proposal as well as in a series of scholarly papers; see
“Mies the Decorator,” paper presented at the Graduate Student Symposium, Bard Graduate Center, New
York, April 25, 2003; “A Decorator in the Best Sense” – Mies van der Rohe, Ornament and Gender,” paper
presented at Universität der Künste, Berlin, Germany, October 16, 2003; “Change from Within: Bruno
Paul, Mies, and the Wilhelmine Modern Interior from Wohnzimmer to Raumkunst,” paper presented at the
College Art Association Annual Conference, Atlanta, February 18, 2005; “Draw the Drapes: Mies, Reich,
Curtains and Curtain Walls, or, Modernism’s (Anxious) Mechanisms for the New Domestic Interior,” paper
presented at the Eighth Annual Dorich House Conference, Kingston University, London, May 18, 2006;
and “Divide and Conquer: Mies van der Rohe, Lilly Reich, and the Fabric of the Domestic Battlefield,”
paper presented at Annual Conference of the Southeast Chapter of the Society of Architectural Historians,
Annual Conference, Auburn, AL, September 28, 2006.
Harold Bloom, The Anxiety of Influence: A Theory of Poetry (New York: Oxford University Press, 1973),
quoted in Terence Riley, “Nine Museums by Yoshio Taniguchi,” in Taniguchi: Nine Museums (New York:
Museum of Modern Art, 2004), 23.
49

50 See Thomas Steigenberger, “Mies van der Rohe: ein Schüler Bruno Pauls?” in Mies van der Rohe
Frühe Bauten: Probleme der Erhaltung, Probleme der Bewertung, ed. Johannes Cramer and Dorothée
Sack (Petersberg: Michael Imhof, 2004), 151.

The often politically radical illustrations in Simplicissimus, founded in Munich in 1896, were aimed
directly at the Bürgertum (German bourgeoisie).
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Werkbund (an association intended to unite German artists, craftsmen, and Industry), which is
considered foundational for the development and promotion of modern architecture and design
in Germany (and whose membership would later include Mies and Reich). 52 His design
production assumed a range of forms, including posters, domestic interiors, furniture, pianos,
and steamship interiors, as well as his 1908 Typenmöbel (“standard furniture types”) system,
consisting of a series of rationalized, machine-made furniture elements and considered his most
canonically modern project, which is cited in histories of industrial, furniture, and interior design
survey texts. 53 Paul’s architectural work, undertaken later in his career, embraced new
technologies such as prefabricated housing designed in response to the post-World War I acute
housing shortage, as well as modern building types such as the commercial office building and
the skyscraper.
But beyond his Typenmöbel and early graphics, which can be found in specialized
design histories, Paul’s work has been generally overlooked in mainstream modernist
architecture surveys. Indeed, already during Mies’s own active artistic self-reconstruction of the
1920s, the editing process that effectively diminished Paul’s role as artistic precursor was well
underway. 54 Paul has been relatively neglected in the canon of high modernism because he
was not a heroic modernist, but instead, as W. Owen Harrod convincingly argues, he was a
“pragmatic modernist” whose compromises should be seen not as weaknesses but instead that
are central to a realistic, less hardline approach to effectively furthering modern design. Harrod,

See Schwartz, The Werkbund. See also Jarzombek, “The Kunstgewerbe, the Werkbund, and the
Aesthetics of Culture in the Wilhelmine Period.”
52

53 See W. Owen Harrod, “Bruno Paul’s Typenmöbel, the German Werkbund, and Pragmatic Modernism,
1908–1918,” Studies in the Decorative Arts 9, no. 2 (Spring-Summer 2002): 33–57.
54

See Neumeyer, The Artless Word, 170.
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who decries Paul’s relative absence in the canon, has done much to resuscitate Paul’s name. 55
According to Harrod, “He was, in fact, so close to the center of the modern movement that any
consideration of its history that excludes him is, from its very conception, inherently flawed.” 56
Harrod’s call, not simply for a reassessment of Paul’s place in the canon but, on a broader level,
for a critical rethinking of modernism itself as well as its historiography, encouraged this further
exploration of the theme. 57
What should also be acknowledged in terms of Paul’s problematic legacy is the fact that
interior design and decoration was a major component of his oeuvre, and a key reason for why
his influence was minimized, particularly by Mies, his own student/trainee, and thus it is tainted
with the bias against interior design/decoration. Many of Paul’s projects were redesigns of
interiors of existing buildings, and today his historiographically constructed persona consistently
wears the garb of the “fashionable” decorator. Compared to Behrens’s career, with its
development from early, subjective Jugendstil phase to his later transformation into rational
industrial designer and architect, Paul’s proved less able to comply with the standards of
canonical modernism. It is telling that, while Paul’s work was known to the British and American
public long before that of Gropius or Mies, 58 and he was heralded as “Germany’s leading
architect and designer” 59 by the American media in response to his exhibition of model rooms

Harrod points to Paul’s exclusion by Mies as a participant in the influential Weissenhofsiedlung
experimental housing exhibition in Stuttgart in 1927 as a defining moment. William Owen Harrod, Bruno
Paul: The Life and Work of a Pragmatic Modernist (Stuttgart: Edition Axel Menges, 2005), 7.
56 Harrod, Bruno Paul, 8.
55

57

Harrod, Bruno Paul, 100.

Harrod, Bruno Paul, 7. Harrod (p. 114n5) writes that, between 1896 and 1936, Paul’s work appeared in
over 250 published sources in Germany alone. Further (p. 83), in the United States, Paul’s work had been
exhibited in the Deutscher Werkbund’s 1912 Touring Exhibition of German Applied Arts, which travelled
to a number of American cities, including New York and Newark, and its 1922 sequel.

58

59 “Modern Furniture in the Modern Home—Its Appeal to the Present Generation,” Women’s Wear Daily,
May 26, 1928, quoted in Marilyn F. Friedman, Selling Good Design: Promoting the Early Modern Interior
(New York: Rizzoli, 2003), 92. See also Harrod, Bruno Paul, 83. The fact that Paul’s interiors were being
publicized in such leading mouthpieces of the fashion industry as WWD is also interesting, as it may well
have contributed to Hitchcock and Johnsons’s exclusion of Paul.
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displayed at the 1928 International Exposition of Art in Industry at R. H. Macy department store
in New York City, his work is conspicuously absent from MoMA’s International Style exhibition
and catalogue four years later. 60
Paul’s career exhibits problematic inconsistencies, at least in terms of the modernist
canon. He began his architectural practice relatively late in his career, in 1905, 61 having started
first as an artist, illustrator, and designer. His career does not follow a neat evolutionary
trajectory from historicism to pure, abstract modernism or from greater to lesser decoration (in
other words, from “more” to “less”). Indeed, Paul’s early, elegantly reductive interiors of the first
decade of the twentieth century, characterized (as were Behrens’s, and indeed, Mies’s early
works) by the tendency for greater simplicity called for by the Wohnreform movement and the
fashion for the Neo-Biedermeier, were followed by architectural commissions for palatial villas
done for an upper middle class to aristocratic clientele; these, however, do not fit into the
category of early twentieth-century modernism, but are described as fashionable, historicist, and
haute bourgeoisie.
Finally, some of Paul’s works from the 1930s clearly reveal their obvious aesthetic debt
to other, more avant-garde architects. Paul’s Dischhaus, Cologne (1929–30), for example,
shows clear inspiration from Mendelsohn’s well-known Schocken Department Store designs, as
scholars have pointed out. 62 Because these particular buildings are so overtly derivative of
earlier works, and because Paul does not continue to follow a linear evolutionary path, instead
reverting to more traditional forms for later commissions, they therefore are not celebrated. 63 It

The same year as the Macy’s exhibition, Paul and German designer Lucian Bernhard opened a new
design firm, Contempora, which existed until the economic crash of 1929. See Harrod, Bruno Paul, 84-85.
60
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Harrod, Bruno Paul, 28.

62 See, for example, John Zukowsky, The Many Faces of Modern Architecture: Building in Germany
Between the World Wars (Munich: Prestel-Verlag, 1994), 91.

It should of course be remembered that no architect works exclusively in a vacuum, without any outside
influence; another such overt International-Style borrowing was that of Frank Lloyd Wright, for his 1932
63
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seems likely that Paul’s Kathreiner Hochhaus, Potsdamer Strasse 186, Berlin-Schöneberg,
(1929–30), with its horizontal bands decreasing in size as they ascend, was inspired by Mies’s
Concrete Office Building project of 1923. 64 This possibility is particularly intriguing considering
the fact that while Mies’s project for the Concrete Office Building along with two glass
skyscraper projects of 1921 and 1922 are considered among the most influential designs in
modern architecture and the genesis of Mies’s later glass-and-steel skyscraper genre, they
were unrealized, and ironically, it was Paul’s design that was actually built.

Historiographic Constructions of Bruno Paul
The literature on Paul offers clues that help explicate his current status within the master
narrative on Mies. While Paul’s importance has been acknowledged by various scholars within
the field of design history, it is in the canon of modern architecture that the historical record
reveals notable inconsistencies. Part of this problem lies in the fact that during the period from
Paul’s early Jugendstil work through the first decade of the twentieth century, the notion of the
Gesamtkunstwerk challenged the traditional hierarchy that separated architecture from design
(particularly interior design), privileging the applied arts, and thus his oeuvre was viewed as all
of a piece, as a total, unified artistic whole. Although Paul’s work was much appreciated in
Germany in the early decades of the twentieth century, and while recent scholarship, in
particular by W. Owen Harrod in English and by Thomas Steigenberger in German, has done
much to readmit Paul into the discussion, there are still significant issues to be addressed in
Edgar J. Kaufmann House, better known as “Falling Water,” with its obvious debt to the formal qualities of
the Neues Bauen. Wright’s central place in the modern architectural canon was already well established by
the time of that commission, and at any rate, Wright was fond of denying any architectural influences
whatsoever. It is also interesting that Wright’s decorative designs, which were of fundamental importance to
his own personal form of Gesamtkunstwerk, received considerable criticism throughout his career.
64 On the Kathreiner-Hochhaus, see Harrod, Bruno Paul, 75-76. Another European example of a “studentinstructor” influence, as pointed out by Rosemarie Bletter in conversation with the author, is the case of Otto
Wagner, whose work exhibits the influence of Joseph-Maria Olbich and Josef Hoffmann.
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terms of Paul’s specific impact on Mies. Hitchcock’s and Johnson’s comment referring to Mies
as a “decorator,” although subordinate to the authors’ polemical outlining of the parameters of
what would become modern architecture as we know it, indicates that the emphasis on the
decorative and fashionable aspects of Paul’s work, aspects consistently pointed to by scholars,
begs closer scrutiny. In order to critique the historiographic presentation of Mies’s relationship to
Paul, and to understand Paul’s subservient position in the artistic hierarchy, an examination of
the rather limited published work on Paul, alongside the Mies literature, is necessary.
Joseph Popp’s German-language monograph Bruno Paul of 1916, the first important text
devoted to the subject, published during Paul’s lifetime, long remained the definitive text on
Paul. 65 The book was a landmark for its thorough presentation of a prolific and successful
architect/designer in the form of text as well as for its detailed plans and contemporary
photographs. In addition, it offered thorough descriptions of Paul’s designs, taking the reader on
a kind of “virtual walk-through” of Paul’s life work. Just as digital recreations of architecture
today attempt to create the illusion of a three-dimensional environment within which the user
can negotiate spatially, conjuring up not just the physical appearance of a building and its site,
but also the feeling of the space. Popp’s description of Paul’s work is most remarkable for its
extraordinary applicability to the work of Mies, and indeed, Mies’s interiors have been described

Joseph Popp, Bruno Paul (Munich: F. Bruckmann A. G., 1916). Steigenberger presents a compelling
argument to clear up what has been a persisting inaccuracy regarding Popp in the Mies biography. This
error, according to Steigenberger, resulted from a cloudy reminiscence on the part of Mies himself, who
remembered much later that the person who initially introduced him to his first clients, the Riehls, was
someone working in Paul’s office named “Popp.” It was not Munich art historian Joseph Popp, author of
the 1916 Bruno Paul monograph--Popp did not work in Bruno Paul’s atelier--but rather Adolf Propp, a
student colleague of Mies’s at the school of the Kunstgewerbemuseum who made the introduction. Propp
was in painter Emil Orlik’s class. Steigenberger, “Mies van der Rohe,” 161–62. Schulze and Windhorst
claim that Mies was introduced to Sophie Riehl while he was working on a woodcut in the studio of
Joseph Popp, the assistant to the artist Emil Orlik and writer of the 1916 Paul monograph. Riehl first hired
Popp to design a birdbath, and after successfully completing that commission, she returned to the studio
seeking an architectural design for a country house, preferably by a talented young designer. In
response, Popp promptly nominated Mies, only twenty-one at the time. Schulze and Windhorst, Mies van
der Rohe: A Critical Biography, 17.
65
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in much the same way. Popp’s analysis of Paul’s development of Raumkunst is particularly
significant, for it is this amorphous ideal for which Mies is best known.
Defining Paul’s Raumkunst in almost poetic terms, Popp aims to invoke the
psychological effect of his work, revealing a significant debt to contemporary interest in the
emerging science of the psychology of aesthetic perception as developed by German scholars
including psychologist Theodor Lipps, art historians August Schmarsow, Heinrich Wölfflin,
Wilhelm Worringer, and others. 66 Popp’s description of Paul’s architecture and interior designs
(Ausstattungen or Einrichtungen: interior furnishings or fittings) emphasizes the viewer/user’s
subjective response, pointing to a mood of calm, self-conscious refinement; not some sort of
modernist oddity, according to Popp, the proportion of the masses and rhythm of all structures
alone create a strong effect. 67 Popp describes the impact of the skillful interweaving of exterior
architecture, interior space, lighting, color, furnishings, and relationship of the spaces to each
other and to the outer environment in such works as Paul’s Haus Westend in BerlinCharlottenburg. 68 His interiors are described in terms of utility, elegant comfort and refinement,
functionality and elegant beauty. 69 Besides illustrating Paul’s celebration of the notion of the
66 Mies’s close contemporary Wilhelm Worringer (1881-1965) was born in Aachen, Mies’s hometown.
Worringer’s highly influential Abstraktion und Einfühlung (Abstraction and Empathy), a theoretical text
conceived within the context of contemporary investigations into the study of the psychology of
perception, and specifically of empathy theory, was published in 1908. Worringer’s theories had had an
impact on Mies, in particular through the influence of Heinrich Wölfflin. On the influence of psychologies
of perception on art and architectural history and practice, see Mark Jarzombek, The Psychologizing of
Modernity: Art, Architecture, and History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999); and Zeynep
Çelik Alexander, Kinaesthetic Knowing: Aesthetics, Epistemology, Modern Design (Chicago: University of
Chicago, 2017).
67 “…eine Stimmung von ruhiger, selbsbewußter Vornehmheit. Nicht irgendwelche modernistische
Absonderlichkeiten, allein die Proportion der Massen und der Rhythmus aller Gliederungen schaffen die
starke Wirkung.” Popp, Bruno Paul, 8.

“Dieses Erstlingswerk zeight bereits alle charakteristischen Eigenschaften der Paulschen Bauweise:
eine schlichte, übersichtliche und gemessene Außenarchitektur, praktische und behagliche Räume,
deren Beleuchtung, Farbe, Einrichtung und Lage in sich und zur Umgebung auf das Beste abgewogen
sind.” Popp, Bruno Paul, 67.
68

“schlichter Behaglichkeit und Brauchbarkeit”; “zweckmäßigkeit und schlichter Schönheit”; and
“behaglicher Wohnlichkeit und Vornehmheit.” Popp, Bruno Paul, 5-6.
69
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Gesamtkunstwerk, Popp’s recognition of Paul’s concern for the relationship of interior designed
space to the exterior, natural environment seems to presage discussions of Mies’s
innovations. 70
Popp’s descriptions could indeed serve equally well for one of Mies’s interiors,
particularly with regard to the notion of an essential “authenticity” that Popp interpreted in Paul’s
interiors―a concept that would be a cornerstone of the construction of the canonical Mies. Popp
describes Paul’s use of the best materials that he himself selects, careful craftsmanship that he
oversees, well-proportioned forms and a harmonious color mood. “Architecture is proportion,”
Popp quotes Paul as declaring, but not simply in term of specific rules of measures and weights,
but rather in a thoughtful balance, careful modeling, and relationship of the parts to each other
and to the whole. 71 Popp’s discussion of Paul’s use of color and decoration is particularly
pertinent, for it paints a picture very different from the later, stereotypical view of Paul as
bourgeois interior decorator. Popp’s translation of Paul’s interiors is one of modern innovation
and rationality (attributes later ascribed to Mies’s oeuvre) in contrast to the false and overly
decorative mode of more traditional contemporaries.
Particularly illuminating is a comparison of Paul’s use of opulent materials like
decoratively veined marble walls paired with rich fabric curtain partitions; in the vestibule of
Haus Westend [FIG. 1.6] Paul’s use of a of red-violet curtain/wall with the patterned marble
walls cannot help but remind the reader of Mies’s unique juxtaposition of the red curtain/wall
and marble wall treatment in the Barcelona Pavilion [FIG. 1.7]. Another Paul motif, the inclusion
of figurative sculpture in an interior, juxtaposed with marble or other highly patterned wall,
ultimately a Schinkel reference, is also echoed in Mies’s (and Reich’s) modern interiors [FIG.
1.8; FIG. 1.9; FIG. 1.10]. Paul’s embrace of decoratively patterned woods in his interiors [FIG.
70

See Popp, Bruno Paul, 6; and Bergdoll, “The Nature of Mies’s Space,” 67–105.

“’Architektur ist Proportion.’ Paul sieht aber die Proportion nicht in bestimmten Regeln des Messens
und Wägens, sondern im gefühlsmäßigen Ausbalancieren, Durchmodellieren, Abstimmen der Teile in
sich und zum Ganzen.” Popp, Bruno Paul, 4.
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1.11] is an approach that Mies, too would embrace; while it is true that such opulent materials
were de rigeur in elite interiors of the early twentieth century, it is the way Paul applied them:
planar, abstracted, and (for the time) a very reductive design style with minimal historicism.
Mies’s use of exotic materials will be discussed further in chapter five.
Finally, Popp’s emphasis on rhythm and movement in Paul’s work is particularly
pertinent in relation to the ways in which Mies’s own oeuvre would develop, in particular, the
dynamic floor plans of his mature work. 72 Clearly something has gone awry between the time of
Popp’s thoughtful study of Paul’s contributions to the development of Raumkunst as a
sophisticated spatial art that attempts to calculate and control the emotional effect of the
designed environment on the viewer or inhabitant and the current standard presentations of
Paul as a “fashionable interior decorator,” or at best, the designer of an influential series of
standardized furniture types, the Typenmöbel.
A series of German books and articles in the 1970s and 1980s by the contemporary
scholar Sonja Günther followed Popp’s book. Beginning with her doctoral dissertation in 1976
and her subsequent 1992 monograph Bruno Paul: 1874–1968, Günther’s contributions have
served to help rescue Paul from the dustbin of history. 73 She has dedicated a great deal of
scholarly energy to the German modern interior, a subject otherwise somewhat neglected, and
her studies of unpopular themes such as that of the interiors of National Socialism are important
works on the subject. 74
Günther was the first significant scholar after Popp to recognize the importance of Paul
as an early modern figure in architecture. In her 1992 monograph, Günther makes a persuasive
72

Popp, Bruno Paul, 8, 45, 77.

Sonja Günther, Bruno Paul: 1874–1968 (Berlin: Gebr. Mann Verlag, 1992). Günther wrote her doctoral
dissertation on Paul with renowned German architectural historian Julius Posener as her advisor.
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74 See also Sonja Günther, Interieurs um 1900. Bernhard Pankok, Bruno Paul, und Richard
Riemerschmid als Mitarbeiter der Vereinigten Werkstätten für Kunst im Handwerk (Munich: Wilhelm Fink
Verlag, 1971); and Design der Macht: Möbel für Repräsentanten des “Dritten Reiches” (Stuttgart:
Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, 1992).
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claim for an autonomous reading of Paul separate from his more famous student Mies. She
does not specifically address Paul’s influence on Mies, perhaps in order to give Paul his
scholarly due. Significantly, Günther credits Paul with questioning the architectural design
process and the traditional relationship between exterior and interior; she recognizes the way
that he reversed the traditional practice of designing from the outside in, claiming that Paul’s
approach anticipates 1920s functionalism. 75 Another aspect of Paul’s design methodology
identified by Günther is what she calls his typical “Eckarrangement” (corner composition), an
approach Mies would develop in his architectural oeuvre throughout his career; this focus on
corners will be discussed further shortly. 76 As Günther effectively argues, Paul’s innovative
approach to the design of the interior was critical for Mies, as he followed Paul’s model of
experimentation and developed his own language of form and space.
The same year as the publication of Günther’s monograph, an important retrospective
exhibition titled Bruno Paul: Deutsche Raumkunst und Architektur Zwischen Jugendstil und
Moderne (Bruno Paul: German Interior Design/The Art of the Interior and Architecture Between
Jugendstil and Modern) took place at the Munich Stadtmuseum. The exhibition and
accompanying publication, edited by Alfred Ziffer, offered a critical contextualization of Paul’s
oeuvre as well as an extensive illustrated catalogue of his interior designs and furnishings. 77 In
the catalogue, Ziffer discusses Paul’s landmark exhibition of interiors at the Dritte Deutsche
“…gerade umgekehrt von der Raumgestaltung her und gelangt von ihr zur Ausbildung der Fassade.”
Günther, Bruno Paul, 81. This innovative aspect of Paul’s Raumkunst had been recognized in a 1910
article in Deutsche Kunst und Dekoration; see Hermann Post, “Bruno Paul als Architekt,” Deutsche Kunst
und Dekoration 25 (1909–1910), 179,
https://doi.org/10.11588/diglit.7377#0193.
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Alfred Ziffer, ed., Bruno Paul: Deutsche Raumkunst und Architektur zwischen Jugenstil und Moderne
(Munich: Klinkhardt and Biermann, 1992). The year after the Munich exhibition, Ziffer produced two
publications in German, coediting a book with Christoph De Rentiis on the subject of Paul’s collaboration
with the Deutschen Werkstätten Hellerau (German furniture workshops in Hellerau), and Jost Schäfer
published a study in 1993 of Paul’s modern villas in Soest from the 1920s. See Christoph De Rentiis and
Alfred Ziffer, Bruno Paul und der Deutchen Werkstätten Hellerau (Dresden: Hellerau Verlag, 1993); Jost
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Kunstgewerbe-Ausstellung (Third German Exhibition of Applied Arts) in Dresden (1906), where
it received high honors. Most significantly, Ziffer recounts that Paul’s work was acclaimed for
achieving a timeless value, independent of style. 78 Again, this discussion of a timeless, classic
quality in Paul’s work that transcended style (a quality sometimes challenging to appreciate
today, with a knowledge of and even bias toward the subsequent “high modernism” that
followed) is remarkably prescient in descriptions of Mies’s architecture.
Ziffer proposes that Paul’s unique vision and freedom of design achieved a measure of
success in a way that presented a kind of alternate path to the Jugendstil-Werkbund-Bauhaus
canon. Unlike the designs produced by the Bauhaus, with its small clientele, Paul’s designs,
Ziffer explains, were widely circulated. He sees Paul’s personal vision of architecture (which he
calls an “other” or “alternative” modernism) 79 and Raumkunst as resulting from his background
as a visual artist and specifically as a draughtsman (Zeichner). He argues persuasively for what
he sees as a logical progression for an artist such as Paul with a highly critical sensibility to
evolve from the role of graphic artist for the satirical magazine Simplizissimus to that of
Raumkünstler (“spatial artist” or interior designer)―in other words, to progress from one form of
sociopolitical critique into another—into the area of design reform in the interior.
Ziffer describes Paul’s work, including his Typenmöbel, as an interpretation of
neoclassicism consisting of strong geometric forms (squares, circles, rhombuses)―design
elements that carry and convey specific moods (Stimmungshaftigkeit), namely Schlichtheit und
Sachlichkeit (“sleekness” and “object-ness” or “sobriety”), and that work to create spatial moods
in the interior (Raumstimmungen). The Typenmöbel are principally characterized by a tectonic,
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additive design (Grundhaltung einer tektonisch additiven Gestaltung.) They contain elements of
essential or elemental classical design principles (Grundzüge klassizistischer
Gestaltungsweisen). Ziffer refers to Paul’s approach as a “diligently articulated and relief-like
planar design that completely abandons ornaments and conventional quotations”, 80 a
description that could easily be applied to Mies’s mature architectural approach.
For Ziffer, Paul’s definition of neoclassicism was not a variety of historicism, but instead
a moderate reform style that contradicts the “wrong” Gründerzeitstil (the historicist style of the
period of Germany’s unification, about 1871) that would eventually replace Jugendstil. 81 Paul’s
works were appreciated for being “modern,” “planar” “sleek,” “sober,” and “non-ornamental.” 82
Despite presenting Paul as a modern reform-minded artist, Ziffer’s remark (describing the
design of Paul’s 1914 Franz Weber apartment), “German Art Deco begins here” points to a
compelling reason why Paul failed to gain a high level of recognition in the modernist canon.
The official stance of MoMA was avowedly anti-Art Deco (which, as mentioned earlier, Barr
referred to as “modernistic” rather than truly “modern”). Thus the battle lines over what
constitutes the authentically “modern” are drawn. 83 Finally, in a defensive-sounding statement,
Ziffer explains that the reason that Paul’s interior architecture of the first decade of the twentieth
century were generally more advanced than his exteriors, was due to the fact that the revolution
of style around 1900 only applied to interior spaces. 84 This comment once again points to the
ongoing difficulties that exist in attempting to reconcile Paul’s inconsistencies, however, on

“…eine sorgfältig artikulierte Flächenkunst, die auf Ornamente und konventionelle Zitate völlig
verzichtet.” Ziffer, Bruno Paul, 108.
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another level, Ziffer’s statement is central to this discussion, for it is with the interior that Mies’s
radical transformation of architecture occurred in the form of “change from within.” 85
The corpus of literature accessible to the non-German-speaking reader that includes
Bruno Paul is limited. While these texts range widely in methodology, focus, and scope, they
often exhibit problematic passages and notable inconsistencies when dealing with Paul. This is
the case with MoMA’s 1932 International Style catalogue; as mentioned earlier, Hitchcock and
Johnson exclude Paul’s work in the MoMA International Style show, and although they do
mention Mies’s tenure with Paul in the catalogue, they treat Paul in an inconsistent manner.
First they praise him as a “leader of pre-War architects” along with Hans Poelzig, but then
complain that Paul had, by 1932, begun working in what they termed a style of expressionist
fantasy. 86 Further in the text, the authors refer to Paul as a
highly popular decorator and architect whose basically traditional ideas of
Heimatkunst were much influenced by the new decorative movement which had
its origin in Vienna. The furniture Mies produced before the war was not unlike
the simplified traditional forms which Bruno Paul had designed. Yet what Mies
learned was of more importance than formal designing: a thorough craftsmanship
and a feeling for fine detail. 87
Besides placing “highly popular decorator” before “architect,” with obvious ramifications,
and implying that Paul was merely a derivative traditionalist, the authors imply that the act of
“formal designing” was somehow too petty for Mies, who took from Paul the practical “hands-on”
training in furniture making and moved on to transcend it.
John Heskett’s pioneering Design in Germany: 1870-1918 (1986), while granting Paul
his due as an important designer, educator and administrator, identifies what Heskett sees as a
Harrod, Bruno Paul, 19. While Harrod uses this phrase in reference to Paul’s subversive political
caricatures, referring to Paul’s identity part of the very class that he is lampooning, “change from within”
may also be applied to Paul’s modern approach to designing the interior.
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“vein of conservatism allied to modern techniques…” 88 in Paul’s work, specifically his furniture
designs, which made his work appealing. Using the canonical approach that privileges a
Darwinian progression from more to less, Heskett writes: “Around 1900, Paul’s work was still
predominantly in a restrained version of Jugendstil, but it subsequently evolved to more
rectangular forms that reminded some critics of the solid burger quality of the Biedermeier
period of the early nineteenth century.” 89 Curiously, Heskett makes no mention of Mies in his
book.
More recently, Marilyn F. Friedman’s 2003 book Selling Good Design: Promoting the
Early Modern Interior, positions Paul as an interlocutor between German modernism and the
American consumer public through his exhibition of model rooms displayed at Macy’s in 1928,
and yet Paul is not given full credit. Couching her praise in backhanded compliments, Friedman
suggests a pandering attitude: “The critical reaction to the German rooms, designed by Bruno
Paul and arranged by Tillie Prill-Schloemann, with products of eighty German firms, indicated
that the Germans had a pretty good idea of what Americans would approve in modern
design.” 90 In a similar vein, she declares: “Paul’s rooms for the Macy’s Exposition probably
exhibited fewer “nationalistic” traits than many of the other rooms, which may account in part for
the critical acceptance they received in New York.” 91
While Paul’s name appears six times in the index of John V. Maciuika’s 2005 book
Before the Bauhaus: Architecture, Politics and the German State, 1890–1920, it nonetheless
appears first as “the artist Bruno Paul,” which is troubling in the context of a discussion of the
reform spirit which had permeated German fine and applied art schools as early as 1902, as
Maciuika explains. In the same sentence, the author identifies Behrens as “the artist and
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architect,” and repeats this point, however, fails to acknowledge the work Paul had been doing
in the area of furniture and interior design at least as early as 1897. 92
The most significant work in English on Paul to date has been contributed by William
Owen Harrod, which includes his 2001 doctoral dissertation, “Bruno Paul: The Life and Work of
a Pragmatic Modernist,” the subsequent book of the same title, and journal articles on Paul are
important contributions, and provide a biographical study of Paul’s life and career as well as
detailed formal and contextual descriptions of his projects. 93 According to Harrod, Paul practiced
a moderate but reform-minded “pragmatic modernism” that embraced industrial production and
appealed to the middle class, successfully translating modernist ideals on a far broader scale
than was realized by the radical avant-garde. By offering a less dogmatic, more “user-friendly”
form of progressive design, Paul’s approach ultimately led to widespread acceptance of
modernism, particularly in the domestic sphere.
Harrod gives Paul credit for influencing Mies in various ways: in its “abstract classicism,
pure geometries, and dynamic symmetry” and in his translation of the work of Schinkel and
eighteenth-century neoclassicism. 94 He makes a case for Paul’s functionalist works of domestic
architecture of the late 1920s, comparing them to contemporaneous Mies examples and noting
that, unlike Mies’s emphasis on industrial technology and revolutionary attitudes toward
domestic space, Paul’s modernism was practical and efficient rather than sculptural and
radical. 95

92 John V. Maciuika, Before the Bauhaus: Architecture, Politics, and the German State, 1890–1920
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 4. See also Harrod, Bruno Paul, 24, 131.
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Offering various reasons for Paul’s exclusion from the canon, Harrod argues: “The
historians of Modernism emphasized the role of an avant-garde to which Paul, at the height of
his career, no longer belonged.” 96 Not an enthusiastic self-promoter, nor an author of theoretical
tracts, Paul’s reputation also suffered from the loss of his personal papers and professional
records due to the bombing of Berlin during the Second World War, as Harrod explains. He
identifies 1927 as the date when Paul’s exclusion from the modernist canon originated; as Mies,
appointed director of the 1927 housing exhibition at the Weissenhofsiedlung in Stuttgart,
selected the participants, he overlooked Paul in favor of Berlage, Behrens, Walter Gropius, Le
Corbusier, and other architects whose names are now synonymous with modern architecture. 97
Harrod also informs the reader that, although Paul described Mies in 1926 as “an architect of
estimable qualities, and could do much,” Mies later claimed (according to his grandson, Dirk
Lohan) that Paul thought he was a genius. 98

Negative Bias Concerning Bruno Paul in the Mies Literature
Paul is consistently described in terms of his taste, elegance, focus on luxury, and
fashionable status when mentioned in discussion about Mies. Mies scholar Fritz Neumeyer
describes Bruno Paul as “a leading German furniture designer. Paul’s modern and solid,
Prussian-styled Empire style made him a natural for the interior designs of modern ocean liners,
the luxury of which was in keeping with his tastes.” 99 Bergdoll, too, in his essay for Mies in
Berlin, credits Paul as an early model, but describes him as “the fashionable house and furniture
designer Bruno Paul.” 100 There is a subtle but important distinction between “house designer”
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and “architect,” since “house” suggests the individual, the domestic and, combined with the
word “fashionable,” the decorative. Evident here, along with the lack of clarity in the way
scholars present Paul’s oeuvre, is the tendency of scholars to consistently place him in a
qualitatively different camp than Mies, whose work is never described as “fashionable.”
The primary biographical source on Mies is Schulze’s 1985 Mies van der Rohe: A
Critical Biography, already mentioned, which was revised and reissued in 2012 together with
Edward Windhorst. A comparison of the two editions of the text is instructive for the ways in
which Paul’s legacy is treated. Schulze’s initial text appears fairly generous in the extent it
credits Paul as a formative influence on Mies, but a closer examination reveals issues with the
author’s approach. Schulze describes Paul as “one of the most remarkable and versatile spirits
in the German art world of the period, the first figure of historic consequence to play a role in his
[Mies’s] life,” 101 but minimizes his impact in comparison to Behrens, whom he describes as “an
architect more prominent in Berlin and the world than Bruno Paul” and “Germany’s leading
architect.” 102 Clearly, Schulze’s point is that while Paul was an influence on his student in the
specific forms that Mies would appropriate and take away, Behrens is heroicized as “an artist of
talent, intelligence, and tortured complexity, whose work and thought exemplified the conflicts
that both invigorated and confounded the arts in the first years of the new century. Behrens was
“widely regarded as one of the several principal agents of the changes through which German
architecture was passing on its way to modernity.” 103 While Schulze and Windhorst’s updated
biography treats Paul more charitably, it still undersells the profound impact of Mies’s first
important mentor. 104
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One of the few works until recently to consider, albeit briefly, the significance to Mies of
Bruno Paul, beyond the usual discussions of fine materials, attention to detail or standardized
furniture, is Jean Louis Cohen’s Mies monograph. Cohen specifically identifies the Riehl House,
which, he argues, “reproduces the rhythms” of Paul’s Westend House, Berlin (1906); he also
points out the Riehl House’s similarity to Paul’s Berlin tennis club in Grünewald of 1908, a
project that he claims (citing Fritz Neumeyer), “Paul would have liked Mies to work on.” 105
The most recent and pertinent contribution to the Mies/Paul discussion is Thomas
Steigenberger’s aforementioned essay “Mies van der Rohe: ein Schüler Bruno Pauls?.” Based
on archival research at the Universität der Künste 106 in Berlin, Steigenberger sheds new light on
the relationship between Paul and his most famous student. 107 Utilizing previously unpublished
archival material to clarify factual inaccuracies in the Mies biography and the dating of his early
projects, Steigenberger presents a convincing case that Mies was never officially employed by
Paul, as has been widely believed, 108 although Mies did, as mentioned earlier, study at the
Unterrichtsanstalt des Berliner Kunstgewerbemuseums from June 1907 to May 1908, and likely
worked in Paul’s office as a student apprentice or intern. Mies attended Paul’s Fachklasse für
Architecktur und Raumausstattung (upper-level or seminar course for architecture and interior
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design) at the school, and since the class required an apprenticeship as prerequisite for
attendance, Mies fulfilled the requirement in Paul’s atelier. 109 The subsequent confusion
regarding the specifics of Mies’s early training therefore stems in great part due to Mies’s later
suppression of the fact that he was a student at the Kunstgewerbemuseum and interned for
Paul; both can be seen as a result of the bias against the applied arts, as Steigenberger points
out. 110
Steigenberger makes a convincing call for a reexamination of Paul’s legacy, and
questions attitudes stated by leading Mies experts, such as Tegethoff, who in his essay for Mies
in Berlin declared that Mies’s experience with Paul “affected him stylistically very little; almost no
traces of Paul’s influence can be detected in his later oeuvre.” 111 Steigenberger’s study,
valuable in its presentation of hitherto unpublished archival material, focuses on Paul’s influence
as realized in Mies’s first architectural commission, the Riehl House in Potsdam-Neubabelsberg,
1906–7 [FIG. 1.12], illustrating the direct transmission of Paul’s treatment of wall planes
organized into grids consisting of square compartments into the interior designs of his students,
including Mies. 112 Steigenberger does not, however, address Mies’s work of the Weimar period.

The Impact of Bruno Paul’s Raumkunst
Although it is primarily Paul’s use of decorative, opulent materials and attention to a high level of
craftsmanship and fine detailing as well as his interest in serial furniture designs [FIG. 1.13] that
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are recognized for their effect upon Mies, in fact, Paul’s influence on his student’s mature,
Weimar-era designs was in fact much broader than is generally acknowledged. What is often
considered Mies’s most fundamental contribution to the history of architecture―his radical
conceptualizing of modern space―is indebted to the spatial play and deliberately created
ambiguities evident in Paul’s earlier interior projects. It was Mies’s interpretation of Paul’s
Raumkunst―his consummate interpretation of the relationships of form and space in the
interior―that pointed the way toward Mies’s radical usurping of the parameters of traditional
architecture. The freeing of the individual wall from the “box” of the room, which was a major
component in the conceptualization of the free or open plan, has roots in Paul’s Raumkunst.
While it is not the central focus of this dissertation, it is significant that this development,
which occurred “from the inside out,” is intimately connected to Paul’s emphasis on the interior
as the site of innovation. This notion differs from the direction of modernist architectural history
that tends to privilege the structural aspects of Mies’s buildings and the notion of interior/exterior
spatial penetration as areas of primary inspiration for the particular trajectory of Mies’s
development. The fact that Mies learned the “tools of the trade” of the interior decorator early,
not strictly from Lilly Reich, whom he met in 1924 (the pat and gendered explanation for Mies’s
descent into the realm of “a decorator in the best sense”), but initially from Bruno Paul, is
significant in understanding the ramifications of Mies’s and Reich’s use of a soft furnishing, the
fabric curtain partition, as an architectural element at the center of their radical new interiors.
Paul’s interior treatments from the period during which Mies was his student encompass
both Einrichtung (the permanent installation/furnishing) and Ausstattung (furnishing with fittings)
of the interior―in other words, interior design and furnishing/decorating. This approach derived
from his earlier, Jugendstil interior designs, based in the notion of the Gesamtkunstwerk. The
design of his first architectural project, Haus Westend, was begun in 1907, the year Mies began
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his study with Paul in Berlin, and completed in 1908. 113 Paul’s free and dynamic approach to
the design of interior elements that rethinks the traditional composition of the room constituted a
significant model for Mies. Paul’s liberation of the room’s structure through a playful juggling of
walls, ceiling, and room dividers (including curtains) creates a new interior dynamic, one that
would serve as a foundation for a central component of Mies’s open plan: it has been termed
Mies’s “struggle to liberate the wall plane from the box.” 114
Paul’s interiors are characterized by the tension between form and surface, line and
plane; the play with transparency and reflection; the manipulation of the grid as spatial organizer
and decorative design motif; the juxtaposition of figurative sculpture and richly decorative
surface planes with an abstraction of form; and the use of curved walls and other vestigially
classical motifs derived primarily from Schinkel, whose influence will be discussed in a
subsequent chapter. Mies’s debt to Schinkel is commonly cited, but Paul’s role as an important
interlocutor tends to be underestimated.
The few instances of Mies’s appropriation of Paul’s interior aesthetic that have been
pointed out by scholars specifically invoke Mies’s appropriation and reduction of Paul’s
neoclassical (and specifically, Neo-Biedermeier) language. For example, the Riehl House hall,
already mentioned, has been compared to the dining room of Paul’s Laboschin House foyer
(about 1908). 115 Another example is the dining room of Mies’s Werner House, Berlin-Zehlendorf
(1912–13), which has been likened to Paul’s Schuppmann House (1908). 116 But beyond
comparisons of the neoclassical aspects Mies borrowed from Paul, there are additional and
113
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compelling visual parallels evident in Mies’s Weimar-period work. An important point is the fact
that the formal elements under comparison are aspects of interior design instead of architecture
per se (with the exception of possibly structural columns, they are nonstructural compositional
elements). These compositional elements, to be explored in the next section of this chapter,
may be seen as operating as an aspect of the decorative.

Paul, Mies, and the Decorative
The notion that there are decorative aspects in Mies’s interiors is not a new one. His use of
opulent materials, rich colors and textures in his architecture is well-recognized, but the
emphasis has always been placed on the fact that the decorative or ornamental elements are
not arbitrary or superficial; they are honest and intrinsic to the materials, instead of form for its
own sake. Kenneth Frampton, for example, equates Mies’s “decorative” with the “natural,”
therefore essentializing Mies’s aesthetic choice and even suggesting an element of mysticism
(although not without significant accompanying gender ramifications) to rescue Mies from
“artistic invention” (for example, formalism). Describing the interior of the Tugendhat House,
Frampton writes:
The shallow greenhouse containing tropical vegetation appears to posit itself as
a third term; one which is capable of mediating between the crystallized structure
of the free-standing onyx plane on the interior and the natural vegetation of the
garden landscape beyond. The decorative here appears as nature herself, rather
than artistic invention. 117
The emphasis on material and design integrity can be traced to nineteenth-century
British design reform movement and to figures such as William Morris and John Ruskin, whose
theories were made popular by Henry van de Velde, Hermann Muthesius, and others. There is
also the implicit understanding that Mies designed his buildings from the “inside out,” since the
overall structure, and the space created by that structure, is most important; the furnishings
Kenneth Frampton, “Modernism and Tradition in the Work of Mies van der Rohe, 1920–1968,” in John
Zukowsky, ed., Mies Reconsidered: His Career, Legacy, and Disciples, exh. cat. (Chicago: The Art
Institute of Chicago, 1986), 45.
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were designed with function in mind. Architecture is about structure and space, and with Mies’s
development of the open plan, the traditional notion of “rooms” was effectively abolished.
Therefore, the notion of “decorating” discrete rooms also became obsolete, with the role of the
interior decorator subservient to the greater artist, the architect.
It is here that Paul’s most significant effect upon Mies’s interiors comes in, and not
simply in the decoration of the rooms or the furnishings included in them, but in a creative
abstracting of the language of the traditional interior’s four walls, ceiling, and floor. Paul’s
importance for Mies really lies in his innovative rethinking of the relationship between built form
and the volume of interior space. One such example is Paul’s consummate handling of the
spatial elements, abstract forms, and decorative surfaces in the 1910 interior for Café Kerkau,
Berlin (1910). The main vestibule of the cafe, no longer extant, featured a columnar screen of
rectangular slabs with reflective, decorative Skyros marble-patterned sheathing. While not a
work of domestic design, its similarities to Mies’s (and Reich’s) later work is striking. As the
rectangular columns meet the wall in a corner, the height of the columns is lowered and the
proportions of the columns are echoed in two dimensions as graphic elements on the wall
separating the dining room from the garderobe behind it, now emphasizing the horizontality of
the wall plane. Particularly interesting is Paul’s treatment of the corner, where threedimensionality meets flat wall plane; his corner (inspired by Schinkel’s architecture) consists of a
tripartite transition between columnar screen and wall. This approach is highly reminiscent of
Mies’s celebrated corner treatments, which are often seen as inherited directly from Schinkel. 118
The large door opening features a fabric portière which, with its ample width, when closed
served to extend the wall cladding with actual fabric, just as Mies’s and Reich’s fabric curtain
partition in the dining area of the Tugendhat House continues the wall plane of dining room
area, visible in a period photograph illustrated in an article published in January, 1910 in the
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periodical Innendekoration [FIG. 1.14]. 119 Furthering the comparison is Paul’s play with linear
and planar elements in his interior composition; while the dark outlining of forms can be traced
to earlier interior treatments by Viennese architects like Josef Hoffmann (1857—1956), here, the
visually sophisticated play between line and mass evident in the columns and the dissolution of
form suggested by the decoratively reflective surfaces seem a premonition of Mies’s chromeplated columns and marble-clad wall slabs.
That such obvious play with form and decoration, structure and surface was very much a
topic of discourse in 1910 is evident in another article in the same issue of Innendekoration. In
his article “Über Ornament-Symbolik,” author Otto Schulze writes, “true ornament is like a
language” and, later in his article, “The less an ornament, a decoration, wants to mean, the
more it says.” 120 It is thus not surprising if the latter quote reminds the reader of one of Mies’s
favorite aphorisms, “Less is more.”
While a full exploration and comparison of Mies’s interiors with those of his one-time
teacher and mentor is outside the scope of this dissertation, it is important to recognize the
ways in which the prejudice against the decorative and interior decoration, with the canonization
of the architecture of the International Style, shaped the legacy of Bruno Paul and has also
impacted the understanding of Mies’s early development and on a broader level, the canon of
modern architecture. Paul’s influence on the specific gestalt of Mies and Reich’s Weimar-era
interiors was significant. But his importance was consistently denied by Mies, not simply
because of an anxiety about influence, but in particular because Paul was engaged with
Kunstgewerbe and specifically interior design and decorating. Typical was Mies’s statement
during an interview he gave following his emigration to Chicago in 1928: “I decided to go to
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Bruno Paul and learn something about furniture details.” 121 Paul’s legacy was therefore
effectively diminished in the master narrative of modernism (and overtaken by Behrens’s), and
Mies’s decorative side, recognized, if uneasily, by Johnson and Hitchcock in 1932, was pushed
aside.

Part III – Forming Mies: Mies, Philip Johnson, the Modern Interior, and the Formation of the
“International Style”
The complex relationship between Mies van der Rohe and Philip Johnson and its significance in
the international expansion of European modern architecture, understandably the subject of
considerable interest for scholars in the past, deserves further scrutiny because, once again, the
story of the fabric space-dividing curtain has been left out of the canon. Johnson was an early
champion of Mies’s (and Reich’s) remarkable interiors, and in 1930, he commissioned Mies to
refurbish his New York City apartment at 424 East 52nd Street. The question of whether his
apartment truly needed a makeover or whether Johnson was in essence providing Mies (and
also Reich) with much-needed financial assistance during a particularly lean time for building
projects in Germany is a point noted by scholars. 122 Two years later, as a further demonstration
of Johnson’s commitment to interiors and to Mies, Johnson granted him the opportunity to
Mies van der Rohe, interview, with unnamed interviewer (probably John Peter, whose audio
recordings of his interview with Mies, taped April 16, 1964 in preparation for his book The Oral History of
Modern Architecture: Interviews with the Greatest Architects of the Twentieth Century, are also in the
Library of Congress collection of Mies papers. “Peter Associates” handwritten on top of typed manuscript,
no date, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe papers, 1921-1969, Container 62, “Speeches, Articles, and Other
Writings,” 7.
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design the MoMA International Style exhibition. An examination of these two projects, followed
by the 1932 MoMA exhibition, reveals that the hanging fabric curtain again would play a central,
if not always unproblematic, role in both commissions.
The importance of Hitchcock and Johnson’s Modern Architecture, International Style
exhibition and, in particular, of Johnson’s individual efforts in promoting Mies is universally
acknowledged. However, the museum’s initial presentation of Mies’s architecture bears
reexamination, as it reveals unexplored aspects of Mies’s work in the context of the Neues
Bauen, and sheds light on the ways in which his legacy was formed. In addition, an investigation
of Johnson’s particular role in forming Mies as he shaped his own design legacy in the United
States is illuminating.
A statement from Hitchcock’s and Johnson’s Modern Architecture: International Style
catalogue states clearly what was at fault, according to a modernist sensibility, in the interiors of
the past:
The nineteenth century failed to create a style of architecture because it was
unable to achieve a general discipline of structure and of design in the terms of
the day. The revived ‘styles’ were but a decorative garment to architecture, not
the interior principles according to which it lived and grew. 123
This commentary conflating ornament, the decorative, and clothing points to an ongoing
gender bias implicit in modernism that positioned the timeless, essential, rational and masculine
against the decorative, transitory, superficial, and feminine. The “stripped down” aesthetic of the
Neues Bauen ostensibly shed the decorative forms of the past but, in fact, Mies’s and Reich’s
interiors still harbored a “decorative garment,” in the form of their textile space partitions. This
point, along with Hitchcock’s and Johnson’s reference to “interior principles,” merits closer
scrutiny, particularly in its equating of the architectural interior and its principles with truth and
honesty, not decorative deception, and even with the very generative power of art itself.

123

Hitchcock, Johnson, and Mumford, Modern Architecture: International Exhibition, 18.

65

What’s Behind This Curtain? Mies, Philip Johnson, and the Fabric Wall
In a letter to his mother written from Berlin on July 30, 1930, twenty-four-year-old Philip
Johnson attempted to convince her that his New York apartment needed a makeover, writing
that “There is this very great architect here that does the best interiors in the world.” 124 The
architect, of course, was Mies van der Rohe, and the rest, as they say, is history. But this
statement, examined by Terence Riley in his exhaustive study of MoMA’s Exhibition 15 (the
1932 International Style show), along with another Johnson declaration from the same
letter―that a Mies-authored apartment would be “the first room in my latest style in
America”―deserves a closer look in light of my study. 125 Johnson’s remarks to his mother about
Mies (especially his casual, almost flip reference to “my” [his] “latest style”) are revealing in
pointing out the slippery boundaries that separate the public and the private, the professional
and the domestic, the individual and the collaborative, and the spheres of architecture and
decoration. 126
Johnson’s highly personal identification with Mies’s interiors is integral to this discussion,
for along with the comment mentioned earlier comparing Mies to a decorator, the MoMA
catalogue recognizes Mies first and foremost as a designer of interior spaces. Indeed, the text
consistently emphasizes the decorative effects of his (and Reich’s) designs:
In his peculiar treatment of space and in his keen sense for decoration and
materials Miës is unique. For him a building is a series of partially enclosed
spaces opening into one another and opening to the exterior without the
124 Philip Johnson to Mrs. Homer H. Johnson, July 21, 1930, Philip Johnson Papers, Museum of Modern
Art; quoted in Riley, The International Style, 35.

Riley thoroughly contextualizes the letter within a discussion of Johnson’s overall choice of language,
which he shows is indicative (especially in the use of the possessive pronoun) of a sense of the
“acquisitorial privilege of patronage” that would accompany someone of Johnson’s class and educational
background. Further, Riley recognizes that hovering over the conceptualization and planning of the
International Style exhibition was a kind of connoisseurship-based approach that resulted from Johnson’s
elevated class status. Riley, The International Style, 35-36.
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intervention of a solid screen as a defining façade. The planes which define
these spaces he makes independent and apparently intersecting by the use of a
different material for each plane: plate glass, marble or screens of wood. These
varying planes of rich materials form the basis also of Miës’ scheme of
decoration. 127
Further, the curators (or at least Johnson) saw the exhibition as an opportunity to
introduce the style of European avant-garde architecture in the United States along with that of
modern interior design and decorating. 128 This assumption is supported by the ‘how-to” tone of
the catalogue and accompanying publications generated by MoMA in conjunction with the
exhibition and also by the fact the museum’s public relations campaign for the exhibition, in
which Johnson, as co-curator, or more appropriately stated, “exhibition manager” played an
active role in exposing interior decorators to the exhibition. Johnson’s commitment to the
modern interior was further communicated in a lecture that he delivered at the Decorators’
Meeting, planned in collaboration with the American Institute of Interior Decorators and other
groups on March 14, 1932. Titled “Interior Decoration vs. Interior Architecture” it was, as Riley
recounts, more successful than the Architects’s Symposium, as documented in a form letter
written by museum director Alfred H. Barr, Jr. in the MoMA archives. 129 In addition to reaching
out to interior decorators with special receptions and other organized events (just as housing
advocates and representatives from university art departments were targeted), Johnson also
attempted to engage stage designers in events surrounding the exhibition, a professional group
which would probably have found, among other aspects of interest, Mies’s and Reich’s dramatic
use of “soft furnishings”―especially velvet and silk hanging partitions―particularly relevant. 130
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Beatriz Colomina has argued that such exhibitions served to commodify modern furnishings and
create consumer demand. See Colomina, Privacy and Publicity, 209.
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“Chastely Ornamental”: Philip Johnson’s “Designing in Planes”
Johnson’s overt artistic debt to Mies van der Rohe is a foundational part of the modern
architectural canon, one that, along with his flirtation with Fascist politics and foray into PostModernism, is treated as a historical given. Yet despite all that has been written about the
complex, fascinating figure of Johnson, one aspect of his borrowing from Mies’s (and Reich’s)
design vocabulary has not been sufficiently explored: his co-opting of their curtain partition, a
tool of interior decoration, and his re-invention of it as a design principle he called “designing in
planes.” The tone of a May 1934 article about Johnson’s newly renovated house on East 49th
Street in House and Garden by Martha Delano makes clear in its introductory paragraph the fact
that the text came directly from Johnson’s office:
Philip Johnson is an architect rather than an interior decorator, and the effects
achieved in the interiors he designs result from ingenious use of architectural
principles rather than application of ornament…Drama enters with the curtains.
Hung from wall to wall and from floor to ceiling, without lambrequins or swags,
and with slender steel rails their unobtrusive support, they are not sides of a
room-box but intersecting planes cut, although not stopped, but the equally
limitless planes of wall and floor. This sense of flow and continuity is of first
importance in creating the illusion of space. It is the basic principle of what Mr.
Johnson calls “designing in planes.” 131
Assuring the reader that he is not an interior decorator, Johnson is free to appropriate the tool of
the decorator (and of Mies and Reich), rename it, and pose as an innovator (and a chaste one,
at that). The illustration caption for a photo of the dining area at the side of the staircase reads:
“Curtains Make a Dining Room,” reminiscent of the phrase “Clothes Make the Man.” The next
page features photos of other views of the apartment, and the caption reads: “In his New York
apartment Philip Johnson, architect, [emphasis mine], uses curtains for walls so that three
rooms may become two or one as occasion or social activities demand.” 132

131

Martha Delano, “Making Space for Modern Living,” House and Garden 65 (May 1934): 50.

132

Delano, “Making Space for Modern Living,” 51.

68

Delano continues by emphasizing the dramatic quality created by the rich materials and
colors of the curtains: tan raw silk at the windows, blue serge between the reception hall and
living area, grey serge in front of the back study, and black serge at the far wall of the study.
Along with the use of fabric curtains, an opaque glass spur wall two feet from the entrance door
screens it from view and, as Delano writes, was also “chastely ornamental as seen from the
living room and the reception hall, which was formerly the dining room of the apartment.” 133 The
inference that ornament is the opposite of chaste (promiscuous, then?) is an oddly sexualized
reference, conjuring up exactly the opposite: stereotypical orgiastic activities taking place behind
a harem curtain, for example. Thus Johnson, who provided the commission for Mies’s only 1930
project (and income) which was in effect an interior decoration job rather than a redesign
predicated by structural necessity, then proceeded to replicate the Mies and Reich project again
(indeed, more than once), making it his own.

Decorating MoMA
Following an initial proposal in the form of an internal museum document suggesting
Mies for the 1932 exhibition design, a later version dated February 10, 1932 outlines the
parameters of Mies’s commission more clearly. Mies would be responsible for designing “bases
for models, tables for the literature, chairs, photograph racks and partition screens of glass and
metal.” 134 The proposal continues, “Though space, of course, prevents the display of any full
sized work of architecture, these incidental fixtures and the furniture will show to some extent in
actual objects what has been achieved in Modern Architecture.” 135 “Incidental fixtures” in the
exhibition included the bases for architectural models, which in period photographs of the
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installation appear to be “decorated” with hanging fabric drapery, presumably to conceal the
unattractive area underneath. Visible in a photo of a model of Howe & Lescaze’s 1932 ChrystieForsyth Housing Project (New York City, 1932), which enjoyed pride of place in in the Entrance
Room of the exhibition, opposite the entryway and foyer, is a gently hanging, slightly wrinkledlooking fabric “skirt” over a base [FIG. 1.15]. 136 In the left of the photo is another such “skirted”
base, appearing to be lower in height. In the next gallery of the show, Room A, the visitor was
greeted by a model of the Lux Apartments, Evanston, IL, 1931, by the Bowman Brothers,
installed atop a base once again adorned with a fabric skirt which once again appears to be in
need of a good ironing [FIG. 1.16]. Walter Gropius’s 1926 Bauhaus Building was also
represented by an architectural model atop a long, horizontal base covered by a hanging fabric
skirt, which in its curving profile, irregular-looking contours and softly rippled surface creates a
soft counterpart to Gropius’s rigorously rectilinear Bauhaus structure [FIG. 1.17]. The tension
between what was presumably the intention of the skirts’ design (to appear as a planar, cubic
volume) and the reality of their final, physical form (fabric, after all, wanting to be fabric-like)
adds a remarkable warmth and curious hand-crafted quality to the exhibition interiors. Another
installation view shows the cubic contours of Le Corbusier’s Villa Savoye model resting on a
pedestal draped in fabric which appears to almost melt as its draped swathes meet the floor
[FIG. 1.18]. While these exhibition photos have become ensconced in the canon of architectural
modernism, the “soft” bases have been either completely overlooked or relegated to a position
of regrettably bad design.
If Mies was indeed responsible for the treatment of these bases (with, perhaps, the
collaboration of Lilly Reich), the use of hanging drapery was an important part of his interior
design vocabulary, as we have seen. In fact, such fabric treatments were commonly used to
cover space and conceal storage in the interiors of the Neues Bauen, appearing, for example, in
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Platz’s 1933 Wohnräume der Gegenwart, in interiors by Erwin Gutkind and others [FIG. 1.19].
With this in mind, Terence Riley’s discussion of the exhibition design and specifically his
description of the bases that supported most of the architectural models in the show as clad in
“extremely ill-conceived ‘skirts’ of the same fabric as the wall covering” 137bears closer study.
That these “curtained” bases pose a problem for today’s critical viewer is not surprising;
the appearance of the hanging fabrics seem to defy current notions of functional
appropriateness, not to mention contemporary standards of taste. The draperies do not seem to
offer the best design solution for the problem at hand, and indeed seem to be camouflaging
something that becomes more obvious in the covering up. Today, a preferred solution would
likely be to design a base which is attractive in its own right, but which does not detract from the
actual work on display. However, Riley’s particular phrase used to refer to these fabric curtains,
used for all of the architectural models except for Wright’s House on the Mesa (for which Wright
provided his own custom-made pedestal), is particularly telling in terms of my current
discussion. One could argue that Riley’s terminology was intended as a neutral reference to a
specific form of furnishing which includes “bed skirts” and “sink skirts,” elements in a mode of
interior decorating which dwell unequivocally in the domain of the domestic and the feminine,
and which are considered by many critics today as bordering on kitsch. Nonetheless, the
statement thrusts the discussion into the highly problematic matrix of the decorative and
superficial, the feminine, and the textile.
Another important point raised in Riley’s discussion of the installation is that Mies used
the same fabric for the “skirts” as he did for the gallery wall covering, creating a coordinated
visually unified interior. 138A look at the installation photograph suggests that
the intention was to install the fabric “skirts” pulled taught around the four sides of each base,
thus creating the appearance of a four-sided, planar fabric rectangle, and yet the fabric also
137

Riley, The International Style, 76.

138

Riley, The International Style, 76.
71

insists upon taking a soft, flowing appearance, creating a play between “hard” with “soft,” and
“static” with “movable” series of planes. This play with hanging fabric certainly suggest the ways
in which Mies and Reich had played with these relationships in their exhibition designs and
domestic commissions. Perhaps the “skirt,” when seen against the wall of the same color and
texture, was intended to visually meld with the background space―to seem to “disappear,”
shifting the focus onto the architecture displayed.
A look back at the interiors of Bruno Paul is instructive here, because Mies’s “skirts”
have a formal progenitor in earlier versions by Paul. A photograph of Paul’s design for a
Spiegel-Schrank mit Wasch-Toilette (mirrored cabinet with toilette table) of grey oak with
intarsia illustrated in the February, 1907 issue of Innendekoration depicts just such a “skirt,” with
deliberate gathers to form an actively ruffled appearance [FIG. 1.20]. While this element of soft
furnishing may be difficult for today’s viewer to reconcile with a narrow understanding of modern
design, successful or not, the inheritance by Mies of this design device cannot be ignored.
Indeed, the play between hard and soft materials and the juxtaposition of hanging fabric
with stationery planes was a standard interior treatment in Paul’s design repertoire. Here, the
gathered, hanging fabric at the base of the toilette table is presumably not intended to
camouflage unsightly plumbing, as the existence of a pitcher and wash bowl points to the lack of
running water in this cabin. In another sink installation by Paul, in this case designed for a cabin
in the Norddeutscher Lloyd steamship “Kronprincessin Cecilie,” illustrated in the October, 1907
issue of Innendekoration [FIG. 1.21]. In the first example, Paul’s fabric “skirt” acts as a formal,
decorative design element, visually extending the frontal plane (or “façade”) of the central,
wood-panelled section of the cabinet and continuing it down to the floor. In addition, it very likely
functioned, in rather tight quarters, to create an additional, hidden storage area behind it. In the
second toilette table, a pierced planar panel takes the place of hanging fabric to separate
outside and inside space. Paul’s space dividing screens found form in various media, and his
design language would influence Mies in many forms.
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Along with his extensive use of interior textiles, Paul enjoyed the effects of visually
“morphing” one material into another. Paul’s experiments with “furniture as fabric” [FIG. 1.22]
offer illuminating comparison with Mies’s extension of model bases into fabric curtains. It is even
possible that Mies worked with Paul on the interiors of the Crown Princess Cecilie. 139 It is likely
that in 1932 Mies would not be proud of such “flounces,” by Paul or anyone else, much less
himself. However, it is clear that the curtain as a functional, artistic and even playful device was
inherited, even if unacknowledged, by Mies, and the curtain as “skirt” showed up in the most
modern, if unexpected, settings. This interest on Paul’s part in material transformation and
spatial play with space-dividing curtains was borrowed in part from Karl Friedrich Schinkel, (a
topic to be explored further in chapter three), and Paul in turn passed this approach on to Mies,
including through such seemingly minor, decorative details as fabric embellishments.
It follows, then, that Mies would incorporate fabric in this way in his 1932 exhibition
design, yet the appearance of fabric used as a space-dividing and cloaking device continues to
irritate, and a subtle bias against it persists. In discussing the International Style Museum of
Modern Art building designed by Goodwin and Stone in 1939, Glenn Lowry relegates the curtain
to the interiors of the past, noting that, despite the fact that the architects had provided the
museum with custom-designed spaces, “many of the features of the old townhouse continued to
be present, including the extensive use of curtains.” 140 Lowry illustrates his points with
photographs of important historic MoMA exhibitions, including the 1935-36 Vincent van Gogh
[FIG. 1.23] and the 1939 Art in Our Time: Tenth Anniversary Exhibition [FIG. 1.24; FIG. 1.25],
both of which used Miesian space-dividing curtain partitions, although the offending skirts on the
bases had been abandoned in favor of the cube model still popular today. In fact, one of the
Neumeyer, however, insists otherwise: “While Mies built the Riehl House, Bruno Paul designed ship
interiors for the steamers Kronprinzessin Cecilie (1908), Derfflinger (German packet steamer, 1907),
Prinz Friedrich Wilhelm (1908) and George Washington (1908).” Neumeyer, The Artless Word, 350n18.
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illustrations from the tenth anniversary exhibition seems to pay specific homage to Mies’s and
Reich’s interiors (particularly for the Barcelona Pavilion and the Tugendhat House) with its
juxtaposition of Wilhelm Lehmbruck’s figurative sculpture Kneeling Woman against an open
curtain in the background [FIG. 1.26], an images which brings up issues already outlined.
Thus Mies, the designer of the “best interiors in the world,” who was for Johnson also a
“decorator in the best sense,” would bring to what many would argue was one of the most
important modern architecture exhibitions in the twentieth century, the International Style show,
not only examples of his (albeit few) built architectural commissions, but in addition, examples of
what Johnson had first admired in Mies: his (and Reich’s) brilliance with interiors. And as part of
this legacy, Mies also brought to MoMA, through his exhibited interiors as well as through his
hands-on exhibition design, the hanging fabric curtain, an element that, as we have seen, was a
reflection of many of his ongoing artistic and theoretical concerns.

Unraveling the “Style” in the “International Style”
To return to Philip Johnson’s second point in his letter to his mother, we must come to terms
with the issue of “style.” Johnson’s statement may be understood in different ways: first that he
was a self-conscious “style-follower,” with an interest in promoting a popular and, he clearly felt,
exciting and superior European trend, specifically in interior design and decoration. Second, the
fact that Johnson is specifically and self-consciously channeling Mies’s “style” is important. That
Johnson pursued a Miesian formal language in his architectural career is obvious; however, the
fact that he appropriated Mies’ and Reich’s space-dividing curtains has not been discussed by
scholars and has been a neglected part of modern architectural history.
Johnson’s and Mies’s styles have at times been actually collapsed together, and
Johnson’s design for his own New York City apartment at 241 East 49th Street in the Miesian
style has been mistaken for a Mies design, an error of which Johnson may or may not have
been aware. In a 1935 article in Pencil Points, written by American designer George Nelson
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three years before Mies’s emigration to the U.S., for example, a photograph of Johnson’s East
49th Street apartment [FIG. 1.27] is described in a way implying it was designed by Mies; the
caption explains: “Miës’ fondness for simplicity and solid luxury is well exemplified here…the
use of quantities of material to produce an effect of richness are all typical of Miës’ decorative
treatment which distinguishes him from his imitators.” 141 Once again, Mies’s decorative side is
being emphasized (and many of the furnishings, at least, if not the overall interior design, can be
attributed to Mies, along with Reich). On the following page of Nelson’s article, a photograph of
the Tugendhat House living area is illustrated, with this caption: “In his realization of the
enormously rich decorative possibilities of natural materials, Miës is unique among modern
architects.” 142 And yet, when the Tugendhat House plan is reproduced in Nelson’s text, along
with that of the Barcelona Pavilion and Mies’s model house in the 1931 Berlin Building
Exposition, none of the fabric partitions are depicted, thus neglecting the fact that the rich and
decorative velvet and silk curtains also had a spatial function [FIG. 1.28]. 143
As we have seen, however, Mies’s and Reich’s interiors offered a highly nuanced
language, but one which was also not immune to contemporary trends in interior design and
decoration. This notion of presenting international modernism as a homogenous and thus easily
digestible “style” clearly had at heart an admirable dose of pedagogical intent, and American
architects paid close attention to the lessons being offered for their benefit. But the question
that might be asked is, how well did Mies’s persona as “architect” co-exist with his status as
“decorator in the best sense?” What tensions are implied by Johnson’s lecture title “Interior
Architecture vs. Interior Decoration?”
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Not surprisingly, it was again the curtains that found themselves caught in the center of
the difficulties, or, as Sanders puts it, in the “Curtain Wars.” In 1930, when Mies had few
architectural commissions, Philip Johnson invited Mies to redesign his New York City bachelor
apartment, the project under discussion in Johnson’s letter to his mother. This commission was,
it is important to keep in mind, strictly an interior “redecoration,” rather than a work of interior
architecture in the strictest sense [FIG. 1.29; FIG. 1.30; FIG. 1.31], and that fact that the
Johnson apartment was ultimately excluded from the Mies in Berlin exhibition at MoMA may be
seen as a sign of the relative ambivalence toward such minor projects. 144 Again, much of the
problem lurks behind the draperies; in what might seem to be an ironic inversion of the
modernist tenet requiring the “honest” expression of architectural structure, Mies cloaked the
existing, “inappropriate” historicist architectural features of the Johnson interior in order to make
it more “modern” [FIG. 1.32]. The curtains served not only as window screens for light
modulation and privacy, but also functioned to cover up the architectural “fabric,” the essential
structure of the building. Further, the curtains form a new wall; again the play with hard and soft,
solid versus fluid. The real wall is superseded by the curtains-as-wall, which, of course,
becomes a decorative device as well, considering Mies’s very careful and aesthetic choice of
fabric color, texture, and weight. Schulze and Windhorst describe this wall-to-wall, full length
drapery treatment as “screening” the double-hung windows as well as the radiators. 145 The fact
that this screening was achieved with hanging fabric (which then seems to read “dishonestly” as
something it was not―a very large window) seems a particularly theatrical motif, and here the
literature on the bachelor apartment as a stage set for the construction of masculinity and in
This is particularly disappointing given the fact that, shortly before the opening of the exhibition,
Johnson donated his Mies-and-Reich-designed, dark-blue raw silk comforter to the museum, which would
have offered a unique exhibition opportunity. Its exclusion can, of course, be attributed to lack of space.
Fortunately, a 2016 exhibition by MoMA design curator Juliet Kinchin, How Should We Live? Propositions
for the Modern Interior, did include the Johnson Apartment, and it included a navy blue silk curtain as well
as the navy blue Chinese silk comforter (which is now attributed to Lilly Reich by MoMA).
https://www.moma.org/audio/playlist/34/567
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particular, the discussion by George Wagner in his article “The Lair of the Bachelor” of Philip
Johnson’s design for the guest house on the property of his celebrated Glass House in New
Caanan, Connecticut, comes to mind. 146
With this apparently contradictory intersection of modernism’s near-obsession with
architectural honesty and Mies’s drapery sleight-of-hand in mind, a comparison of the textual
presentation of Mies’s 1930 Philip Johnson apartment with another of his 1930s interior
projects, the Stefanie Hess apartment, at Duisburger Strasse 3 in Berlin-Wilmersdorf, is
instructive. According to Jan Thomas Köhler and Jan Maruhn,
Mies van der Rohe removed a non-structural wall in order to make a large room
out of two. Glazed cupboards were built into the architecture. Most generally
striking is that the architect―as completely opposed to Breuer, whose Boroschek
[apartment] furnishing hardly disturbed the building substance―the space seems
entirely new, so that hardly any remaining traces of the old building are visible.
Even the windows disappear behind a diaphanous wall of curtains. 147
The authors very clearly communicate the continuing bias which privileges architecture over
interior decoration; in their statement that Breuer’s interior project for the Boroschek apartment
“hardly disturbed the building substance,” the use of the term “substance” (Bausubstanz) implies
the essentializing notion of substance (the “true” and “fundamental nature”) as being absolutely
located in architectural structure. Any design interventions that are not structural are therefore
considered less important. While this towing of the modernist line which points directly back to

George Wagner, “The Lair of the Bachelor,” in Coleman, Danze, and Henderson, Architecture and
Feminism, 183–220. This notion of “cloaking” is also remarkable in that it mirrors Johnson’s “cloaking” of
his own sexual orientation until a period much later in life. When Johnson “came out” publicly about his
homosexuality, he recalled that it had been the cause of a nervous breakdown while a student at Harvard
and added that in 1977, for fear of losing the AT&T commission, he had asked the New Yorker magazine
to exclude the fact of his gayness out of an article profiling his life and work. Alice T. Friedman, Women
and the Making of the Modern House: A Social and Architectural History (New York: Abrams, 1998), 154.
See also Mark J. Stern, “The Glass House as Gay Space: Exploring the Intersection of Homosexuality
and Architecture,” Inquiries 4, no. 6 (2012): 1, http://www.inquiriesjournal.com/a?id=651; and Mark
Lamster, The Man in the Glass House: Philip Johnson, Architect of the Modern Century (New York: Little,
Brown, 2018), 37.
146

147 Jan Maruhn, “Less is More,” in Berliner Lebenswelten der zwanziger Jahre. Bilder einer
untergegangenen Kultur, ed. Jan T. Köhler, Jan Maureen, and Nina Senger (Frankfurt am Main: Vito von
Eichborn 1996), 80–83.
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earlier notions of design reform and the need for design integrity is not surprising, a comparison
of the high level of “design integrity” achieved by Mies in the Hess project with his 1930 Johnson
apartment in fact yields surprising results. Oddly, Schulze’s biography of Mies neglects to
mention the Johnson apartment was in the International Style exhibition. 148 Whether the reason
for Schulze’s oversight may have reflected the generally “inferior” status of interior projects
overall is difficult to say. Perhaps the omission was due to the attribution problem and the
difficulty in correctly identifying a photo of one of the interiors in question.
The parameters and ramifications of the domestic realm seem to have interested
Johnson a great deal. Indeed, Riley observes that Johnson’s emphasis shifts to the singlefamily house as the planning for the International Style exhibition progresses. 149 Conflating the
domestic space of his 1930 Mies-designed apartment with the origins of the International Style
exhibition catalogue into a near-mythic birth narrative, 150 Johnson recalled in 1998 in an
interview with this author having dictated portions of the legendary text to his secretary, 151 who
was seated on the bed, with its Mies-and-Reich-designed, dark blue raw silk coverlet decorated
with a quilted grid pattern, while Johnson sat at his desk, also by Mies. 152 In addition, the
preliminary proposal for the 1932 exhibition states: “Mr. Johnson has already also offered a
148

Riley, The International Style, 201n4.

149

Riley, The International Style, 42.

150 Johnson, interview by author and Miriam Torres, New York, New York, March 23, 1998. Another
anecdote that also came directly from Johnson concerned the fact that the bookshelf designed by Mies
for the area behind the desk in the Philip Johnson apartment repeatedly collapsed, forcing Johnson to fix
it himself. Whether this series of events actually took place or whether the story was rather Johnson’s
witty joke on the subject of function is impossible to know; that he told it more than once is certain, as it
can be found in Robert A. M. Stern, Gregory Gilmartin, and Thomas Mellins, New York 1930: Architecture
and Urbanism Between the Two World Wars (New York: Rizzoli International Publications, 1987), 472,
803n520.

The secretary Johnson referred to was likely Alan R. Blackburn, a “schoolmate and close friend of
Johnson’s” who was proposed as executive secretary for the committee. Blackburn was to be employed
for one year (the same time that Johnson had offered his services, full-time, to the committee) and was
expected to “coordinate all the various aspects of the exhibition including all business arrangements,
reports and publicity.” Riley, The International Style, 23, 214.
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Marianne Eggler and Miriam Torres, interview with Philip Johnson, New York, NY, March 23, 1998.
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business headquarters which will be constantly at the service of the committee.” 153 Might that
space have been Johnson’s apartment, of which he was so proud? Recollections, of course,
can often be clouded, particularly given the many decades that have passed since the
exhibition. In any case, Johnson’s anecdote suggesting that the genesis of one of the most
significant exhibitions of modern architecture ever to be staged took place in his own bedroom
situates this particular Mies-designed domestic interior as the site of overlapping boundaries, in
which seemingly opposing realms―the professional and the private sphere, architecture and
interior decorating―were inextricably joined.
A further sense of the boundaries overlapping between private and professional realms
is evident in the third, revised edition of Johnson’s catalogue for the Mies retrospective
exhibition at MoMA in 1947. Included in the revised edition of the catalogue is a December,
1977 discussion between Johnson, Ludwig Glaeser (then curator of the Mies van der Rohe
Archive at MoMA) and Arthur Drexler, director of MoMA’s Department of Architecture and
Design. In response to Drexler’s question asking Johnson whether he knew Lilly Reich, Johnson
answered: “I met her through Mies. She was jealous. She could see that he and I could talk
about things, but I was draining this man of his precious hours with Lilly. She was a very
unpleasant woman, no sense of humor at all.” Johnson then refused to give Reich credit for any
of the furniture in their interiors, stating: “He did everything.” To this statement, Glaeser
responded: “There is in the Archive evidence to the contrary.” Johnson’s back-pedaling answer
seems contradictory: “I felt that he did all the design at the Bau-Ausstellung. The white room she
may have done, because Mies never really got into furnishings in spite of the amount he talked
about it, and I don’t blame him.” 154 Beyond petty, misogynist, and unprofessional, Johnson’s

Philip Johnson, “Preliminary Proposal for an Architectural Exhibition at The Museum of Modern Art,”
“The Direction,” in Riley, The International Style, 214.
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Philip Johnson, Ludwig Glaeser, and Arthur Drexler, “Epilogue: Thirty Years After,” in Johnson, Mies
van der Rohe, 205–11.
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comments suggest that his feelings for Mies, along with his attitude toward decoration, were
complicated.
In a 1961 speech honoring Mies’s 75th birthday, Johnson was still obsessing about
issues of decoration and particularly the use of curtains enough to reminisce about the
following: “Mies was much attacked. I remember [Frederick] Kiesler’s telling me that they
criticized Mies because he used wall to wall curtains in his interiors - - and silk curtains at that.
The functionalists felt curtains unnecessary.” 155 This statement is especially revealing in terms
of Johnson’s interpretation of the Functionalist architects (who, in fact, did use curtains-aswalls), and also because Kiesler himself (by no means a dogmatic Functionalist) placed them at
the center of his free-flowing open plan [FIG. 1.33; FIG. 1.34]. 156 Kiesler was able to rationalize
the decorative qualities of his fabric partition walls, however, by exclaiming in 1930: “Modern
ornament is lack of ornament.” 157
Fabric curtain partitions were a key element of Mies’s and Reich’s unique vision of the
modern “functional” interior. The most canonical of Mies’s residential projects of the Weimar
period, the Tugendhat House in Brno, designed in collaboration with Lilly Reich, was an interior
for which the fabric curtain/wall played a key role in the articulation of the central tenet of
modern architecture, the open plan. Curtains have unique properties, as Anne Hollander
argues:
Curtains are practical arrangements for achieving a number of purposes. They
may divide large spaces into small sections, shut out drafts and light, and
conceal the presence of anything that does not smell or make a noise. They can
do all this in a conveniently temporary way, and then be folded back and made to
reverse the same functions by permitting the passage of light and air, opening up
large spaces, and revealing what has been hidden. All this may be accomplished
Philip Johnson, “Speech Honoring Mies van der Rohe Seventy-Fifth Birthday – Chicago,” February 7,
1961, I:52a, Philip C. Johnson Papers, Museum of Modern Art Archives, New York.
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156 Lisa Phillips, “Architect of Endless Innovation,” in Phillips, ed., Frederick Kiesler (New York: Whitney
Museum of American Art, 1989), 24–25.

Friedrick Kiesler, Contemporary Art Applied to the Store and Its Display (NY: Brentano’s, 1930), 40,
cited in Janet Ward, Weimar Surfaces, 54.
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without the trouble and expense of solid construction or elaborate technical
devices other than rods for support. 158
The fact that the importance of these draperies has been largely ignored in the canon of
modernism is connected to the taint of the “decorative” which they bear. But their significance
did not dwindle overnight; in fact, these “real” curtain walls continued in the face of the
celebration of “machine-age” aesthetics promoted in MoMA’s early exhibitions. Following Mies
van der Rohe’s 1932 design for the International Style exhibition, the hanging curtain partitions
were an integral part of MoMA’s subsequent exhibition installations, as documentary
photographs clearly show [FIG. 124; FIG. 125; FIG. 126]. However, the central role of the fabric
partition in the articulation of modern space remains overlooked today.
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Chapter 2: Just Passing Through: The Complexities of the Curtain Partition in Mies and Reich’s
Tugendhat House Interior
This chapter focuses on the Tugendhat House as a case study and analyzes various aspects of
its interior, which Mies created collaboratively with Lilly Reich. These elements illustrate the
complexities of Mies’s domestic architecture--in particular, the form and function of the house’s
revolutionary open plan with its fabric curtain/walls. 1 The Tugendhat House, along with the
roughly contemporaneous Barcelona Pavilion, is universally recognized as the preeminent
architectural masterpiece of Mies’s Weimar career. One of the most celebrated modern houses
in history, the Tugendhat House was also one of the most controversial. The lively and oftdiscussed 1931 debate between critics and the Tugendhat family published in the German
Werkbund publication Die Form in 1931 reveals the currents of anxiety, both “in the air” and “in
the house,” that were manifested in the Tugendhat House’s particular Gestalt.
Using published statements by Tugendhat family members as well as extant
photographs of their everyday lives, the majority of contemporary scholars have framed the
experience of living in the house as largely positive, despite its specific challenges, and they
have tended to present the interior and its functional aspects in a laudatory, even eulogistic way.
In the family members’ defense of the house’s distinctive modern aspects, however, twinges of
ambivalence surface, and more than a few contemporary critics have pointed to peculiar
aspects of the interior while at the same time positioning it as the very apotheosis of canonical
modern domestic architecture. On the topic of a house already replete with a wealth of analysis,
it is in these acknowledgements of strangeness and of “anti-domesticity,” points that seem to
Portions of the material discussed in this chapter were previously published or presented as conference
papers. See Marianne Eggler, "Divide and Conquer: Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich’s Fabric
Partitions at the Tugendhat House." Studies in the Decorative Arts 16, no. 2 (Spring/Summer 2009): 66–
90; “’A Decorator in the Best Sense’ – Mies van der Rohe, Ornament, and Gender,” paper presented at
Universität der Künste, Berlin, Germany, October 16, 2003; “Change From Within: Bruno Paul, Mies, and
the Wilhelmine Modern Interior from Wohnzimmer to Raumkunst,” paper presented at the Annual
Conference of the College Art Association, Atlanta, February 18, 2005; and “Draw the Drapes: Mies,
Reich, Curtains, and Curtain Walls, or Modernism's (Anxious) Mechanisms for the New Domestic
Interior.” Paper presented at the Eighth Annual Dorich House Conference, Kingston University, London,
May 18, 2006.
1
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question the issue of function, that further critical direction is encouraged. Inspired by a set of
writings that interpret Mies’s oeuvre in relation to Freud’s notion of the uncanny, this chapter will
use those texts as a lens through which Mies’s and Reich’s use of curtain partitions are
analyzed.
Peering deeply inside the inside, this chapter contributes to the ever-growing body of
literature on the subject of the modern interior. It proposes an elevation of the traditional status
of interior design and the interior in relation to architectural structure and continues the analysis
of the iconography of an element of soft furnishing--the fabric curtain--as a carrier of complex
meaning in its utilitarian and symbolic functions. It positions Mies and Reich’s work in relation to
the concept of interiority (a concept that extends beyond the physical actualities of the inside of
a building to a consideration of the relationship between the built environment and modern
subjectivity and the inner self). 2 The goal of this interpretation is to achieve a richer
understanding of the complexities of modern architecture and the modern interior in relation to
domesticity, interior design, and the ongoing need to question the canon. 3
As an example of the Neues Bauen, the interior of the Tugendhat House was inflected
with the quest for Wohnreform, with its emphasis on healthy living, hygiene, and pared-down
aesthetic, while also constituting a modern version of an elite villa for privileged patrons. Its
design illustrates the contemporary emphasis on an active, modern lifestyle, reflecting on one
hand the desire for freedom, openness and transparency and, on the other, the need to retain a
certain level of privacy and control. Its design is representative and abstract, opulent and
For a thorough overview of the concept of interiority and the history of its development, see Ewa LajerBurchart and Beate Söntgen, Introduction to Interiors and Interiority (Boston: De Gruyter, 2016), 1-13.
See also Christine McCarthy, “Toward a Definition of Interiority,” in Space and Culture 8:2 (May 2005):
112–25.
2

3 On the need to consistently challenge the modernist canon, see Jennifer Kaufmann-Buhler, Victoria
Rose Pass, and Christopher S. Wilson, Introduction to Design History Beyond the Canon (London:
Bloomsbury, 2019); and John C. Turpin, “Rethinking Histories, Canons, and Paradigms,” in The
Handbook of Interior Architecture and Design, ed. Graeme Brooker and Lois Weinthal (London:
Bloomsbury 2013), 28-39.
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reductive, personal and universal—challengingly divergent characteristics, to be sure. At the
same time, the house’s radical design embodied characteristics of broader Weimar society:
unease over social change, particularly in the urban environment, concerns regarding the threat
of communicable disease, and the emphasis on movement and dynamism. Mies and Reich’s
domestic interiors, including the Tugendhat House, manifest the Weimar era obsession over the
body (a preoccupation also evident in the fine and performing arts of the period), with the fabric
partition (a potent embodiment of the contemporary fascination with dynamic movement) on
center stage. Far from being purely reductive, abstract, and strictly functional entities, Mies’s
and Reich’s soft walls engage actively with the bodies of the Tugendhat House’s inhabitants,
silently inviting them to “get up and move,” and contributing to what may be called the interior’s
uncanny aspects. They “haunt,” to use Anthony Vidler’s term, 4 interior spaces with images and
references seemingly at odds with the building’s domestic program.
This complex nexus of contradictory characteristics reveal destabilizing tendencies at
play in the society at large that were manifested in Mies and Reich’s design interiors. This
chapter analyzes the ways in which the Tugendhat House’s design reflects contemporary
anxieties over the changing nature of domesticity, reflecting broader societal transformations,
and considers the challenges posed when a house is designed more like an avant-garde work
of art, which makes persistent conceptual and physical demands of its viewers, than as a home
in the traditional sense. 5

The Tugendhat Commission
4

See Vidler, Warped Space, 63.

The avant-garde artistic movements of DADA, born in Zurich, Switzerland in 1916, during the First
World War) and Surrealism, a movement which, infused with the theories of Freud, further developed
DADA’s radical conceptual framework during the 1920s, are worthy of mention in this context for their
impact on Mies’s oeuvre. See Mertins, “Architectures of Becoming: Mies van der Rohe and the AvantGarde,” in Mies in Berlin, ed. Terence Riley and Barry Bergdoll (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2001),
106–33; and Mies (London: Phaidon, 2014), 58-135. See also Andres Lepik, “Mies and Photomontage,
1910-38,” in Riley and Bergdoll, Mies in Berlin, 324–29.
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Located in Brno, Czech Republic, in the affluent Schwarzfeld district, the Tugendhat House was
commissioned in 1928 by Fritz Tugendhat (1895–1958) and his wife, Grete Tugendhat (1903–
1970). Fritz was a wealthy, German-speaking Jewish industrialist from a family involved in the
textile industry in Brno. Grete’s family was even more firmly established: the Löw-Beers had
been instrumental in the industrialization of what is now the Czech Republic, and they amassed
considerable holdings in the concrete, sugar, and textile industries at the turn of the twentieth
century. 6 Textile manufacturing would put Brno on the map as a leading industrial center of the
Austro-Hungarian Empire, and the specific role of fabrics in the Tugendhat House is particularly
noteworthy. 7 Fritz and Grete were the co-owners of two Brno wool factories, Feldhendler et Co.
and Max Kohn, and Fritz was concerned with quality textile production on an industrial scale. 8
See Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat, “Living in the Tugendhat House,” in Haus Tugendhat: Ludwig Mies
van der Rohe, ed. Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat, Ivo Hammer, and Wolf Tegethoff, 3rd ed. (Basel:
Birkhäuser, 2020), 28.
6

7 The significance of the textile in Mies’s and Reich’s interior oeuvre extends into the important role of
artistic patronage. Germany was historically an important textile manufacturing region, with Mies’s
birthplace, Aachen, a center of the wool trade since at least medieval times. The city of Cologne was
already recognized in the fourteenth century as a leading producer of silk trimmings. By the mideighteenth century, Berlin and Potsdam had become new centers of silk weaving production, with over
1,000 silk looms in operation in Berlin in 1756 and in 1796, 3,852. In the eighteenth century, Frederick the
Great of Prussia enthusiastically promoted the textile industry and in 1763 declared the city of Krefeld
exempt from both taxes and from the requirement to provide recruits for the army. During the French
Revolution, German industry prospered at the expense of French textile producers with a ban on
importation of foreign silks into Prussia.

On the history of textile production in Germany see, for example, Herbert Kirsch, From Domestic
Manufacture to Industrial Revolution: The Case of the Rhineland Textile Districts (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1989); and Peter Thornton, Baroque and Rococo Silks (London: Faber, 1966), 73-75.
See also Franz Schulze and Edward Windhorst, Mies van der Rohe: A Critical Biography, rev. ed.
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2014), 7. Textiles would be at the forefront of the late nineteenthcentury design reform movement, with its rejection of traditional artistic hierarchy and new emphasis on
Kunstgewerbe, and Bruno Paul was connected to the textile industry. One of the largest textile mills in
Paul’s hometown of Seifhennersdorf was in the hands of his mother’s side of the family (Jentsch). William
Owen Harrod, “Bruno Paul’s Typenmöbel, the German Werkbund, and Pragmatic Modernism, 19081918,” Studies in the Decorative Arts 9, no. 2 (Spring-Summer 2002): 48–49. The city of Krefeld remains
an important German fabric-manufacturing center despite the rise of international competition.
The wealth from textile production, especially in Krefeld, proved a source of many of Mies’s other
domestic commissions, in particular the Esters and Lange houses (1927-30), projects for which textiles
would play an integral role. For a history of the Krefeld textile industry, see Peter Kriedte, Eine Stadt am
Seidened Faden: Haushalt, Hausindustrie und sozile Bewegung in Krefeld in der Mitte des 19.
Jahrhunderts (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 1991); and Kirsch, From Domestic Manufacture to
Industrial Revolution. Mies probably first met textile manufacturer Hermann Lange through their mutual
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The land for the house was a wedding gift to the Tugendhats from the Löw-Beers, who
inhabited a Jugendstil villa situated at the lower end of the hilly site. Construction began in June
1929, and the Tugendhats and their two children moved into the house in December 1930. 9 The

membership in the German Werkbund, around 1926, the year Mies became vice president of that
organization. See Jan Maruhn, “Building for Art: Mies van der Rohe as the Architect for Art Collectors,” in
Riley and Bergdoll, Mies in Berlin, 319. Lange’s profession as silk manufacturer had provided him access
to the most important theorists and practitioners of the German design reform movement in the first
decades of the twentieth century, which challenged the existing, traditional artistic hierarchy and placed
renewed emphasis on the applied arts, particularly textiles. Having inherited his father’s textile concern in
1919, Lange expanded the family company into the Verseidag A.G. (“Verseidag” being a shortened form
of Vereinigte Seidenwebereie” [United Silk Weaving Mills]) and co-directed the company with his old
friend Dr. Josef Esters.
Maruhn and Senger point out the probability of Lange’s key role in facilitating Mies’s and Reich’s
commission for Mies’s and Reich’s later exhibition design for the 1927 Berlin exhibition Die Mode der
Dame (Women’s Fashion), an event that marked the beginning of a particularly fruitful twelve-year and
eight-project relationship between the architect and one of his most important clients. This productive
association, halted only by Mies’s 1938 emigration to Chicago, would include additional textile exhibition
designs in Barcelona, Berlin, and Paris, as well as the designs for Lange’s Verseidag factory building in
Krefeld (1930-31) and the unexecuted Verseidag administration building of 1937-38. On the importance
of the textile industry to the Lange and Esters commissions, see Maruhn, “Building for Art,” 319; and Jan
Maruhn and Nina Senger, “Ein Ort für Kunst/A Place for Art,” in Ein Ort für Kunst/A Place for Art: Ludwig
Mies van der Rohe, Haus Lange―Haus Esters, ed. Julian Heynen (Krefeld: Krefelder
Kunstmuseen/Verlag Gerd Hatje, 1995), 14-15.
Another of Mies’s European clients, Erich Wolf, for whom he designed the Wolf House in Guben (now
Poland) in 1925-27, was also a textile merchant and hat manufacturer. See Lars Scharnholz, “Wolf
House, Guben, 1925-27,” in Riley and Bergdoll, Mies in Berlin, 202. Mies’s last two projects in Europe
would involve textiles; he was considered for the directorship of the 1937 Textile Exhibition but ultimately
lost the post to architect Ernst Sagebiel, a favorite of the Nazi administration, after Hermann Göring took
control of the project. The second commission was the unrealized Verseidag administration building,
previously mentioned; see Jean-Louis Cohen, Mies van der Rohe, 78. Lange’s significance for Mies
would reach as far as New York in 1932; he was a sponsor of the Museum of Modern Art’s 1932
International Style exhibition; Maruhn, “Building for Art,” 320.
“The Commissioners,” Villa Tugendhat, https://www.tugendhat.eu/en/villa-tugendhat/the-commissioners.html, accessed October 9, 2019. Czech textiles were considered of superior design and quality; see
Tegethoff, “The Tugendhat ‘Villa’: A Modern Residence in Turbulent Times,” in Hammer-Tugendhat,
Hammer, and Tegethoff, Haus Tugendhat, 101. According to Hammer-Tugendhat, Fritz’s particular
interest in wool manufacturing was in promoting the design of high quality and aesthetically pleasing
fabrics. Hammer-Tugendhat, “Living in the Tugendhat House,” in Hammer-Tugendhat, Hammer, and
Tegethoff, Haus Tugendhat, 28.
8

The family lived in the house until May 1938 when they left for Switzerland, fleeing Nazi occupation, and
in January 1941 they moved to Venezuela where their daughters Ruth and Marie-Daniela were born. The
house was confiscated by the Gestapo and put under the ownership of the Third Reich, and later during
the war it was occupied by Russian troops, from April to May 1945, who kept their horses in the house.
The Tugendhat family returned to Europe in 1957, settling in St. Gallen, Switzerland, where they
commissioned another house that, according to Hammer-Tugendhat, was in many ways reminiscent of
their earlier Mies design. After the war, the new Czechoslovakian communist government appropriated
the house as part of the federal Institution for Physiotherapy, and after the withdrawal of Soviet troops in
9
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house was designed to include space for live-in servants; in addition to the five family members
living in the house (another child was born in the house after the family moved in), the
Tugendhats employed a nanny, a chauffeur, a cook, and two chambermaids. In this and other
respects (such as the separate bedrooms for husband and wife), the house retained the
typology of the traditional upper-middle class villa, a fact various scholars have pointed out. 10
Grete Tugendhat is credited with having been the first in the family to admire Mies’s
architecture; she first experienced Mies’s 1911-12 Hugo Perls House in Berlin, and its 1928
addition that Mies completed for a new owner, cultural historian and collector Eduard Fuchs. 11
Mies probably met Grete Tugendhat through Fuchs at the Perls House. 12 Grete and Fritz
accompanied Mies on visits to his Lange and Esters houses in Krefeld and his Wolf House in
1945, the house was appropriated by Karla Hladká, a professor at the local music conservatory, for her
private rhythmics classes. After 1950 the house was appropriated for institutional use, and once again its
use as a gymnasium reflects the dynamism implicit in Mies’s architecture. In 1963, the house was
officially proclaimed a Cultural Monument of Southern Moravia. The house underwent renovations of the
building between 1981 and 1985 and more recently, using up-to-date methods of conservation and
restoration. The house was designated a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 2001. “The Commissioners,”
Villa Tugendhat.
On the history, design evolution, and critical reception of the Tugendhat House, see Hammer-Tugendhat,
Hammer, and Tegethoff, Haus Tugendhat. See also Tegethoff, Mies van der Rohe: The Villas and
Country Houses, Mertins, Mies; Claire Zimmerman, “Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928-30,” in Riley and
Bergdoll, Mies in Berlin, 242.
10 See Tegethoff, “The Tugendhat ‘Villa’,” 76-83. Tegethoff (71) argues that the separate bedrooms for
husband and wife were not Mies’s original idea and represented a compromise. See also Tegethoff, Mies
van der Rohe, 96; and Mertins, Mies, 178. This collision of traditional bourgeois social hierarchy with
avant-garde architecture form had been evident in the model dwellings of the 1927 Weissenhofsiedlung;
Richard Pommer and Christian Otto have acknowledged the “conflicting meanings of the single-family
house” on exhibit, pointing out that every single family house at the exhibition, in addition to Mart Stam’s
row houses, included accommodations for a maid, and these servant’s rooms were small and located in
an undesirable part of the house. Richard Pommer and Christian F. Otto, Wiessenhof 1927 and the
Modern Movement in Architecture (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), 78. See also Karin
Kirsch, The Weissenhofsiedlung: Experimental Housing Built for the Deutscher Werkbund, Stuttgart, 1927
(New York: Rizzoli, 1989), 33. Most recently, Robin Schuldenfrei discusses this theme; see Luxury and
Modernism: Architecture and the Object in Germany, 1900-1933 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 2018), 226.
11 Barry Bergdoll, “The Nature of Mies’s Space,” in Riley and Bergdoll, Mies in Berlin, 94. On the Perls
House and its addition, see Amanda Reeser, “Perls House, Berlin-Zehlendorf, 1911-12,” in Riley and
Bergdoll, Mies in Berlin, 162-165; and Reeser, “Fuchs Addition to Perls House, Berlin-Zehlendorf, 1928,”
in Riley and Bergdoll, Mies in Berlin, 228-229.
12

Tegethoff, Mies van der Rohe, 90.
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Gubin (today part of Poland), all of which were constructed in brick, the material initially
considered for the Tugendhat House. Ultimately, however, Mies decided to use steel-frame
construction, which he had used for the first time for his 1927 Weissenhofsiedlung Apartment
House. 13 The result of his earlier experimentation with structure in a series of visionary, unbuilt
projects for skyscrapers and villas of the early 1920s, Mies’s Weissenhofsiedlung apartment
building, indebted to Le Corbusier’s innovations in steel-reinforced concrete structure, as
previously noted, is recognized as a pivotal breakthrough in his development of the steel-frame,
open-plan structure in domestic projects, an innovation that came to fruition in both the
Tugendhat House and the Barcelona Pavilion. 14 Mies’s four-story Weissenhofsiedlung
apartment building consisted of twenty-four apartments, three of which included interiors
designed by Mies, in collaboration with Lilly Reich; he assigned the remaining interiors to other
architects. His apartments included both stationary partition walls and moveable partitions that
defined interior space, devices which would reappear and play a central role in both the 1929
pavilion and the Tugendhat House. 15
Appearing at street level to have only one story, the flat-roofed, horizontally composed
Tugendhat House is actually a large residence with three floors [FIG. 2.1]. The basement level
contains various storage areas, to accommodate tools, garden furniture, and fur coats
(seasonally deposited into a “moth room”); the root cellar; a laundry room; and a darkroom for
13

Bergdoll, “The Nature of Mies’s Space,” 94.

14

See Cohen, Mies, 31, 56.

15 In one of his three flats, Mies designed one-meter-wide plywood partitions connected at floor and
ceiling with screws and nickel shoe hardware that could be rearranged to create various spatial
configurations. Another of the three flats Mies left unfurnished and without any interior partitions, in order
to demonstrate the spatial flexibility possible with moveable walls. According to Mark Stankard, Mies’s
intention in this case was not to provide instantaneous spatial flexibility as achieved in Gerrit Rietveld’s
Rietveld-Schröder House of 1923, or in Mart Stam’s apartment building at the Weissenhofsiedlung, but
rather to show how the domestic interior could be adapted to changing living situations. Mark Stankard,
“Re-Covering Mies Van Der Rohe’s Weissenhof: The Ultimate Surface,” Journal of Architectural
Education 55, no. 4 (2002): 249-250, www.jstor.org/stable/1425726. See also Jean-Louis Cohen, Mies
van der Rohe, 47. The use of space-dividing fabric partitions in the model dwellings at the
Weissenhofsiedlung will be discussed further in chapter 4.
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Fritz, who was an amateur photographer and filmmaker. The basement also housed the
infrastructure for heating, cooling, and plumbing. The second, garden-level floor consists of the
main living areas along with the kitchen, maids’ rooms, and bathrooms. The upper, street-level
story contains the main entrance, which opens onto a small vestibule and a passageway to the
back terrace overlooking the garden. Facing the garden are Fritz and Grete’s bedrooms, a
dressing room, and bathroom, and facing the street are the children's bedrooms, the governess'
room, and another bathroom. A projection room and a guest bathroom are found to the left of
the main entrance and an additional apartment for the chauffeur, along with the garages and
terrace, are separately accessible on the upper level. 16 The entire house was outfitted with
custom-designed furniture, in many cases created in collaboration with Reich. 17
While the street-level story retains the conventions of a traditional house, with bedrooms
and bathrooms designed as a series of enclosed, discrete spaces, the downstairs garden level
is where Mies’s famous, radical open floor plan is realized, in the flowing expanse of the main
living area [FIG. 2.2; FIG. 2.3]. Also located on this floor are the kitchen and servants’ quarters.
The garden-level of the house consists of a reception area [FIG. 2.4], a music corner [FIG. 2.5],
a study with library [FIG. 2.6; FIG. 2.7; FIG. 2.8.; FIG. 2.9] and small lounge area at one end
containing seating and a bridge table [FIG. 2.10], the main living area featuring a larger seating
area set off by the onyx partition wall [FIG. 2.11; FIG. 2.12], and a dining space [FIG. 2.13; FIG.
2.14], behind which the kitchen and pantry are located. Wrapping around three sides of the
16 “Villa Tugendhat: The Building. The Structure,” Villa Tugendhat, https://www.tugendhat.eu/en/odome/dum/, accessed September 1, 2019. See also Hammer-Tugendhat, Hammer, and Tegethoff, Haus
Tugendhat; and Claire Zimmerman, “Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928-30,” 242.

On Mies’s and Reich’s furnishings, see Werner Blaser, Mies van der Rohe: Furniture and Interiors
(Happauge, NY: Barron’s, 1982); Ludwig Glaeser, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe: Furniture and Furniture
Drawings from the Design Collection and the Mies van der Rohe Archive (New York: Museum of Modern
Art, 1977); Christiane Lange, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich: Furniture and Interiors
(Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2007); Helmut Reuter and Birgit Schulte, eds., Mies and Modern Living
(Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2009); and Sandra Dachs, Patricia de Muga and Laura Hintze, eds., Mies van
der Rohe: Objects and Furniture Design (Barcelona: Ediciones Polígrafa, 2010). See also Knoll
Associates, A Collection of Furniture Designed by Mies van der Rohe (New York: Knoll Associates,
1965).
17
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main living space is a wall of very large glass panes, two of which are electrically powered to
retract completely into the floor with the push of a button. One of the most renowned aspects of
the house’s design, this mechanism allows the living space to be completely open to the
outdoors, with a commanding view onto the garden and old city of Brno beyond [FIG. 2.15; FIG.
2.16]. 18 Other high-tech elements included an electric dumbwaiter in the pantry that served the
upper, bedroom level of the house and a sophisticated heating and cooling system. 19
Punctuating the open expanse, a series of chromium-clad, cruciform columns
communicate the steel frame structure while adding a decorative touch [FIG. 2.17; FIG. 2.18],
and two stationary, non-loadbearing partition walls in luxurious materials which, together with
moveable fabric curtain/walls, serve to divide space and provide a sense of optic and haptic
pleasure, to use Austrian art historian Alois Riegl’s terms. 20 The first of these stationary partition
walls, installed opposite the large windows and providing a dramatic backdrop for the main
seating area, is made of five vertical slabs of richly patterned, honey-yellow onyx quarried in the
Atlas Mountains of the French colony of Morocco [FIG. 2.18, FIG. 2.19]. Each eight centimeters
Mies included retractable windows in his Hermann Lange House (1927-30), Henke House Addition
(1930), Exhibition House at the 1931 Berlin Building Exposition, and probably his unbuild Gericke House
design (1932); see Bletter’s analysis of the complexities of Mies’s retractable windows in “Mies and Dark
Transparency,” in Riley and Bergdoll, Mies in Berlin, 354. This potent symbol of modernity would be
appropriated by Adolf Hitler’s architects in the mid-1930s for his mountain residence the Berghof on the
Obersalzberg; for an excellent analysis of Hitler’s cunning exploitation of interior design in collaboration
with his favorite interior designer, Gerde Troost, as a powerful weapon in communicating identity at the
Berghof and his other official residences during the Third Reich see Despina Stratigakos, Hitler at Home
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2015). On the retractable window at the Berghof, see
Stratigakos, Hitler at Home, 81-82.
18

19

Tegethoff, “The Tugendhat ‘Villa’,” 60.

My use of Riegl’s haptic and optic modes of perception is indebted to Paulette Singley’s Feminist
analysis of Mies’s glass architecture through the lens of Riegl. See Paulette Singley, “Living in a Glass
Prism: The Female Figure in Ludwig Mies van der Rohe's Domestic Architecture,” Critical Matrix: The
Princeton Journal of Women, Gender and Culture 6, no. 2 (1992): 64–65. Alois Riegl (1858-1905) is
considered to the one of the discipline’s founding fathers. Mies’s engagement with art history began
through his acquaintance with Heinrich Wölfflin, who Mies met through his first client, Alois Riehl, as
previously mentioned. As Neumeyer informs us, Mies owned Riegl's Stilfragen (Berlin, 1891) and Die
Entstehung der Barockkunst im Rom (Vienna, 1908). Fritz Neumeyer, The Artless Word: Mies van der
Rohe on the Building Art, trans. Mark Jarzombek (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1991), 347n7. On Riegl’s
theory, see Margaret Iversen, Alois Riegl: Art History and Theory (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1993), 8.
20
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thick, the wall features decorative white veining in patterns that are symmetrically mirrored. 21
The other wall, a hemispherical partition clad in a dramatically striped wood veneer, partially
encircles the dining area. This curved wall was originally clad in macassar ebony from the
region of Makassar on the southeast Asian island of Celebes [FIG. 2.12; Fig. 2.13];
unfortunately the original ebony cladding was lost during the Second World War and was
replaced with a zebrawood veneer in the 1980s to approximate its original appearance [FIG.
2.20]. 22 On the other side of the curved ebony partition, behind the dining area, a small seating
area is framed by a wall of milk glass that glows when lit from within [FIG. 2.21]. The onyx-clad
partition wall separates the main seating area from the library with walls and built-in shelves of
macassar ebony; in this case, fortunately, the library’s original wood cladding has remained in
situ [FIG. 2.8; FIG. 2.9]. 23
In concert with the stationary partitions, a series of wall-sized hanging fabric roomdividers enliven the space, allowing the open plan to be partitioned at will into more intimate
areas. The specific colors and fabrics of these hanging draperies, along with the other textiles
used in the furnishings, were carefully considered; according to Grete Tugendhat, the designers
spend a long time testing the color combinations of the various furnishings on site. 24 The
particular black color of the silk shantung curtain that hung in front of the conservatory [FIG. 2.5;

21

Tegethoff, Mies van der Rohe, 94.

“Villa Tugendhat: The Building: The Materials,” Villa Tugendhat, https://www.tugendhat.eu/en/thebuilding/the-materials.html, accessed September 21, 2019. Subsequent to the defense of this
dissertation, another restoration of the Tugendhat House, in 2010-12, included the recladding of the
semicircular dining room wall with some of the original macassar veneer panels, which had been
discovered in the former GESTAPO headquarters in Brno. See Ivo Hammer, “Materiality. History of the
Tugendhat House 1997-2012. Conservation-Science Study and Restoration,” in Hammer-Tugendhat,
Hammer, and Tegethoff, Tugendhat House: Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, 216.
22

“Villa Tugendhat: The Building: After the Departure of the Family,” Villa Tugendhat,
https://www.tugendhat.eu/en/the-building/after-the-departure-of-the-family.html, accessed September 21,
2019.
23

Grete Tugendhat, “On the Construction of the Tugendhat House,” in Hammer-Tugendhat, Hammer,
and Tegethoff, Haus Tugendhat, 43.
24
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FIG. 2.11] was selected to coordinate with an adjacent black velvet curtain (which, when closed,
served to extend the plane of the onyx wall to the perpendicular glass of the winter garden; both
were intended to harmonize with the silver-grey shantung curtain at the rear wall. A white velvet
curtain hung between the entrance and the library [FIG. 2.7; FIG. 2.9; FIG. 2.21], as Grete
Tugendhat described, “so that this part of the living-room could be completely shut off to create
an intimate space for sitting.” 25 According to Fritz and Grete Tugendhat’s daughter, Daniela
Hammer-Tugendhat, her mother confirmed that the family used the fabric partitions often,
“creating and delimiting their own private space at will.” 26 Another curtain/wall, installed flush
with the semi-spherical dining area partition, could be pulled to close in the dining area and
separate it from the main living area [FIG. 2.22]. Additionally, the plate-glass windows around
the periphery of the living area could be completely covered with curtains, creating a sense of
enclosure [FIG. 2.23].

“Kann man im Haus Tugendhat wohnen?”: The 1931 Die Form Controversy
Not long after its completion, the radical form of the Tugendhat House generated
considerable analysis, much of it skeptical and even highly critical. In September 1931, the
German Werkbund publication Die Form, edited by Walter Riezler, featured a review of the
Tugendhat House, and a few weeks later, the journal published a series of challenges to the
house’s livability, authored by a group of experts including architecture critic Justus Bier, whose
question “Kann man im Haus Tugendhat wohnen?” (Is the Tugendhat House habitable?)
became a rallying cry for opponents of modernism.
The focus of the Die Form debate ranged from a critique of the “immoral luxury” of the
materials used and the obviously high cost of the commission to a praise of the specific
25

Tugendhat, “On the Construction of the Tugendhat House,” 21.

Hammer-Tugendhat, “Living in the Tugendhat House,” 41. See also Tegethoff, Mies van der Rohe, 96.
Born to Fritz and Grete Tugendhat in Caracas in 1946, after their emigration to Venezuela, HammerTugendhat is a noted Austrian art historian who has authored a series of books on the Tugendhat House.
26
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functionality of the interior for domestic use to philosophical discussions concerning the
intersection of physical and spiritual needs and the potential of modern architecture to fulfill
those needs in the form of residential design. The Tugendhat House was not all that was under
the microscope; the fundamental nature and goals of modern architecture were the main
subjects of the intense debate. Additional participants in the conversation were architect Ludwig
Hilberseimer, Marxist architecture critic Roger Ginsburger, and Grete and Fritz Tugendhat,
whose laudatory defense of their house’s radical design nonetheless reveals some telling points
worthy of analysis. 27
Implicated in the critique was the radical open plan on the main level of the Tugendhat
House, and the ways in which it impacted physical movement and psychological wellbeing.
Understood as a central feature of its modern identity, Mies’s iteration of the open plan was
developed from the revolutionary design of his earlier, centripetal plan for his unexecuted Brick
Country House Project of 1924 [FIG. 2.24]. 28 Scholars have often compared the plan of the
Brick Country House to the abstract, avant-garde compositions of the Dutch Neoplasticist artists
and, in particular, Theo van Doesburg’s 1918 painting Rhythm of a Russian Dance. 29 In
27 For the debate, see Hammer-Tugendhat, “Is the Tugendhat House Habitable?,” and “The Inhabitants of
the Tugendhat House Give Their Opinion,” in Hammer-Tugendhat, Hammer, and Tegethoff, Haus
Tugendhat, 70-73, 76-77.

On the Brick Country House, see Dietrich Neumann, “Brick Country House Project, BerlinNeubabelsberg, 1924,” in Riley and Bergdoll, Mies in Berlin, 194–95; on the influence of van Doesburg
and Dutch Neoplasticism on the Brick Country House plan, see, for example, Bergdoll, “The Nature of
Mies’s Space,” 84; Henry-Russell Hitchcock, Jr., Philip Johnson, and Lewis Mumford, Modern
Architecture--International Exhibition (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1932), 114; and Philip C.
Johnson, Mies van der Rohe (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1947), 30. Disturbingly, considering
Johnson’s foray into fascist politics in the 1930s, Johnson describes the brick country house’s floor plan in
his 1947 MoMA catalogue as “an admirably balanced swastika like plan.” Johnson, Mies van der Rohe,
30.
28

On the significance of the open plan in the Tugendhat House, Philip Johnson writes: “It is epoch making
as the most luxurious house in the modern style and as the first house where Mies’s open plan was
actually carried out for a particular client.” Hitchcock, Johnson, and Mumford, Modern Architecture, 113.
For a detailed analysis of the evolution of the Tugendhat House’s plan, see Tegethoff, “The Tugendhat
‘Villa’,” 60-76.
MoMA’s first director, Alfred Barr, Jr., first linked Mies’s plans to van Doesburg’s Rhythm of a Russian
Dance in his catalogue for the museum’s exhibition Cubism and Abstract Art in 1936, thus canonizing the
29
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addition, the Tugendhat House’s plan was the result of revolutionary structural and spatial
breakthroughs achieved in the designs of the 1927 Glass Room, a model interior designed by
Mies and Reich which was their first collaboration, as well as in Mies’s Weissenhofsiedlung
apartment block, mentioned above, both of which were part of Die Wohnung housing exposition
in Stuttgart. 30
At the heart of Mies’s realization of the open plan are the moveable fabric partitions,
devices with which Mies and Reich had already experimented in their 1927 Café Samt und
Seide, part of the Die Mode der Dame (women’s fashion) trade fair in Berlin's Funkturmhalle. 31
With echoes of the moveable walls in the 1924 Rietveld Schröder House in Utrecht, designed by
Gerrit Rietveld in collaboration with his client and partner Truus Schröder, as well as to the early
twentieth-century spatial investigations of Frank Lloyd Wright (both Wright and Rietveld had, in
turn, looked to Japanese architectural precedents), this use of curtain/walls in the domestic
interior dates back at least to the ancient Romans, 32 a topic to be explored in chapter 3. Yet the
crucial importance of the space-dividing curtain/wall played in the development of the modern

relationship. The painting was acquired by the museum in 1946. See Alfred Barr, Jr., Cubism and
Abstract Art (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1936), 157. See also Detlef Mertins’s critique of this
canonization in Mertins, “Architectures of Becoming,” 124–28; and Mertins, Mies, 92-99.
On the significance of the Glass Room, see for example Bletter, “Mies and Dark Transparency,” 354;
Kirsch, The Weissenhofsiedlung, 26–28; Matilda McQuaid, Lilly Reich: Designer and Architect (New York:
Museum of Modern Art, 1996), 22-25; Mertins, Mies, 108-109, 111-112; Tegethoff, “The Tugendhat
‘Villa’,” 54; Wallis Miller, “Mies and Exhibitions,” in Riley and Bergdoll, Mies in Berlin, 340-42; and
Schuldenfrei, Luxury and Modernism, 213–15.
30

31 On the Café Samt und Seide, see Sonja Günther, Lilly Reich 1885-1947: Innenarchitektin, Designerin,
Ausstellungsgestalterin. Stuttgart: Deutsche Verlags-Anhalt, 1988), 21; Lange, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe
and Lilly Reich, 13-15; McQuaid, Lilly Reich, 24-25; Miller, “Mies and Exhibitions,” 340-42; and
Schuldenfrei, Luxury and Modernism, 205–07.

Various scholars have pointed to Japanese influence in Mies’s oeuvre. See, for example, Werner
Blaser and Johannes Malms, West Meets East: Mies van der Rohe (Basel: Birkhäuser, 1996); Schulze,
28; and Terence Riley, “Nine Museums by Yoshio Taniguchi,” in Yoshio Taniguchi: Nine Museums (New
York: Museum of Modern Art, 2004). Schulze points to the shoji screen-like design of Mies’s Riehl House
dining room wall treatment in the first edition of his Mies biography; the updated version, however, does
not repeat that observation. See Schulze, Mies van der Rohe: A Critical Biography, 28; and Schulze and
Windhorst, Mies van der Rohe: A Critical Biography, 19.
32
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interior remains understudied, and the layers of referentiality and iconographic baggage that the
fabric curtain/walls carry require in-depth analysis. 33

Various scholars acknowledge the importance of Mies and Reich’s partitions, but mostly in passing; a
few devote more attention to the topic. Philip Johnson, for example, in describing the Weissenhof
Apartment House in the catalogue for MoMA’s 1947 Mies exhibition, states the key role of the
curtain/walls in defining the open plan, but does not elaborate further: “By the use of movable partitions
he created twelve apartments, all differently arranged, for each of the two basic units.” See Johnson, Mies
van der Rohe, 43. Wallis Miller considers the use of fabric partitions, both in the context of Mies and
Reich’s exhibition designs, and in model domestic interiors like Mies’s Weissenhof Apartment House. See
Miller, “Mies and Exhibitions,” 340–42. Particularly pertinent to my study are those texts that consider the
fabric curtain/walls in the Tugendhat interior. Bergdoll points to the Tugendhat family members’ embrace
of the curtain partitions as being both functionally and philosophically central to their understanding of life
in the house. Bergdoll, “The Nature of Mies’s Space,” 96.
33

More recent studies, published after the defense of this dissertation, engage with the subject of the fabric
curtain/wall: Açalya Allmer’s essay "Soft or Modern? Delineating Curtains in Domestic Interiors of Modern
Architecture" cites Joel Sanders’s influential essay “Curtain Wars” and discusses the role of the fabric
partition in modern architecture, considering the distinction between “drapery” and “curtain.” Allmer does
not, however, include Mies and Reich in her study. Açalya Allmer, "Soft or Modern? Delineating Curtains
in Domestic Interiors of Modern Architecture," paper presented at Textile Society of America extile
Society of America 11th Biennial Symposium: Textiles as Cultural Expressions, September 4-7, 2008,
Honolulu, HI, https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/tsaconf/76. Courtney Coffmann’s 2018 essay “Curtain as
Wall” also engages with some of the points brought up in this dissertation, although in less depth.
Coffmann, too, uses Sanders’ “Curtain Wars” as a point of departure, providing a history of the curtain
partition and its use in contemporary praxis, and discusses Mies’s and Reich’s curtains in the Barcelona
Pavilion but not the Tugendhat House. See Courtney Coffmann, “Curtain-as-Wall,” Interiors 9, no. 1
(2018): 100-110, DOI:10.1080/20419112.2018.1486087. Also pertinent is Margaret Maile Petty’s 2012
“Curtains and the Soft Architecture of the American Postwar Domestic Environment,” which also
references Sanders’ scholarship. However, while Petty’s essay analyzes in detail Johnson’s Glass House
and guest house in New Caanan, Connecticut, it does not mention the debt of Mies’s and Reich’s
partition walls. See Petty, “Curtains and the Soft Architecture of the American Postwar Domestic
Environment,” Home Cultures: The Journal of Architecture, Design and Domestic Space 9, no. 1 (2012),
35–56, https://doi.org/10.2752/175174212X13202276383779.
Robin Schuldenfrei’s scholarship on the topic of luxury in German modern architecture, also published
after the dissertation defense, analyzes Mies’s and Reich’s fabric partitions. Schuldenfrei’s compelling
article “Contra the Großstadt: Mies van der Rohe’s Autonomy and Interiority” and her subsequent book
Luxury and Modernism, both of which appeared after the defense of this dissertation in 2007, engage with
some of the same issues as this study. In an immaculately researched book focusing on the materiality of
the Tugendhat House, Schuldenfrei identifies the use of opulent materials, including fabric partitions, and
the family’s interactions with them as key to the subjective quality of Mies’s architecture and the
inhabitants’ experience of it—as being at the center of Mies’s quest to impart meaning into his
architecture. She sees the expensive and rare objects like velvet, Macassar ebony, and onyx as
resonating with the elegance of the past, while imparting agency to the residents, achieving selfactualization while armed with the ability to retreat from the modern world into an interior of elegance and
privilege. Schuldenfrei, “Contra the Großstadt: Mies van der Rohe’s Autonomy and Interiority,“ In LajerBurchart and Söntgen, Interiors and Interiority, 279–94; Schuldenfrei, Luxury and Modernism, 204–07.
Schuldenfrei, however, sees the experience created as one of reassuring comfort and luxury, while my
interpretation focuses on the conflicting messages, complex motivations and anti-domestic tendencies
that are embedded in the representational vestiges harbored by the curtain/walls. While Schuldenfrei
(Luxury and Modernism, 253–54) argues that “the harshness, the rush, the noise, the very ‘everydayness’
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Ramifications of the Open Plan and the Fabric Curtain Partition
In its form and function, the Neues Bauen celebrated the sense of a tectonic shift in the
foundations of traditional German culture during the Weimar era. Mies himself said as much in
1924: “Architecture is the will of the epoch translated into space.” 34 The various architectural
forms of the Neues Bauen, including the open plan and the moveable fabric wall, were built
manifestations of Wohnreform, the philosophy of societal renewal that sought to engage on an
aesthetic, social, and economic level to transform every aspect of domestic life for the
betterment of mankind. Emerging as an aspect of the broader reform movements of the
nineteenth-century, German Wohnreform spawned the development of garden cities like
Hellerau, the first garden city in Germany, founded in 1909 and influenced by the utopian town
planning schemes of British architect Ebenezer Howard (1850-1928). 35 The desire for
Wohnreform was manifested in a wide variety of forms that traversed the fields of architecture,

of the urban exterior was negated in the interior” and that the curtain partitions, actively used by the
family, served to effectively keep the demands of the modern, outside world at bay, my interpretation,
conversely, posits that the insistent demands for movement made by the partitions were a symptom of a
culture in nervous transition as well as a manifestation of Mies’s (and Reich’s) anti-bourgeois tendencies,
imbued with unconscious motivations and reflecting an underlying ambivalence toward traditional
domestic life.
Johnson, Mies van der Rohe, 191. See also Deborah Ascher Barnstone, “Style Debates in Early 20thCentury German Architectural Discourse,” Architectural Histories 6, no. 1 (2018): 17
DOI: http://doi.org/10.5334/ah.300.
34

35 Ebenezer Howard, Garden Cities of Tomorrow (London: Swan Sonnenschein, 1902). On Howard and
the garden city movement, see Robert Beevers, The Garden City Utopia: A Critical Biography of
Ebenezer Howard (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 1988); Stanley Buder, Visionaries and Planners: The
Garden City Movement and the Modern Community (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990); and Kermit
C. Parsons and David Schuyler, eds., From Garden City to Green City: The Legacy of Ebenezer Howard
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University, 2002). On the German Garden City Movement, see Kristiana
Hartmann, Deutsche Gartenstadtbewegung: Kulturpolitik und Gesellschaftsreform (Munich: H. Moos,
1976). On German reform movements in general, see Kai Buchholz, ed., Die Lebensreform: Entwürfe zur
neugestaltung von Leben und Kunst um 1900, 2 vols. (Darmstadt: Institut Matildenhöhe, Häusser, 2001);
and Kevin Repp, Reformers, Critics, and the Paths of German Modernity (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univ.,
2000).
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design, and interior decorating; its impact is seen in clothing design as well, in the development
of Reformkleider (reform dress). 36
Wohnreform resulted in the form of new, hygienic bathrooms and kitchens, which were
included even in residences for the working classes. 37 The evolution from hinterhof privy
(outhouse in the courtyard) to the modern toilets of the modern German housing complex (not to
mention the luxurious bathrooms of the villas of Mies van der Rohe and others) is difficult to
contest. Indeed, one of the central and justly celebrated precepts in the canon of modernism is
the recognition of the central role that architecture played in facilitating improvements in
domestic health and hygiene and, in so doing, in improving the general quality of life in
Germany during the 1920s.The realm of the kitchen, too, saw great improvements in the level of
cleanliness achievable with the help of washable surfaces, modern food storage techniques,

There is a wealth of literature on reform clothing; see, for example, Patricia A. Cunningham, Reforming
Women’s Fashion, 1850-1920 (Kent, OH: Kent State, 2003); Stella Mary Newton, Health, Art, and
Reason: Dress Reformers of the Nineteenth Century (London: John Murray, 1974); and Reforming
Fashion, 1850-1914: Politics, Health, and Art (Columbus: Ohio State University, 2000). See also Mark
Wigley, White Walls, Designer Dresses: The Fashioning of Modern Architecture (Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press, 1995), especially chapters 3, 5 and 6.
36

On reform dress in the German-speaking world, see Rebecca Houze, “Fashionable Reform Dress and the
Invention of ‘Style’ in Fin-de-siècle Vienna,” Fashion Theory 5, no. 1 (2001): 29-55,
DOI: 10.2752/136270401779045662; Heinrich Lahmann, Die Reform der Kleidung (Stuttgart: Zimmer,
1898); Anna Muthesius, Das Eigenkleid der Frau (Krefeld: Kremer and Baum, 1903); Patricia Ober, Der
Frauen neue Kleider: Das Reformkleid und die Konstruktion des modernen Frauenkörpers (Berlin: Hans
Shiler, 2005); Paul Schulze-Naumberg, “Die Ausstellung ‘Die neuen frauentracht,’ in Berlin,” Dekorative
Kunst 6 (1903): 76-79; Werner Sombart, Wirtschaft und Mode: Ein Beitrag zur Theorie der modernen
Bedarfsgestaltung (Wiesbaden: Bergmann, 1902); Brigitte Stamm, “Das Reformkleid in Deutschland”
(PhD diss., Technische Universität Berlin, 1976); Henry van de Velde, “Das Neue Kunst-Prinzip in der
Moderner Frauen-Kleidung,” Deutsche Kunst und Dekoration 10 (1902): 362–86; Maria van de Velde,
“Sonderausstellung Moderner Damen Costume,” Dekorative Kunst 7 (1901): 44; and Mary L. Wagener,
“Fashion and Feminism in ‘Fin de Siècle’ Vienna,” Woman's Art Journal 10, no. 2 (Autumn 1989–Winter
1990): 29-33, DOI: 10.2307/1358209.
37 The kitchen in the Weimar Bauhaus exhibition dwelling Haus am Horn, exhibited at the 1923 Bauhaus
exhibition, is exemplary of this trend, as is Grete Schütte-Lihotzky’s 1926 Frankfurter Küche, mentioned
earlier. On the Haus am Horn, see Adolf Meyer, A Bauhaus Experimental House (Baden: Lars Müller,
2021); and Wolfgang Holler, Sabine Walter, and Thomas Foehl, eds., Haus am Horn: Bauhaus
Architecture in Weimar (Munich: Hirmer, 2019).
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and particularly the introduction of electricity. 38 The introduction of “household science” to the
domestic realm, along with a generous dose of Taylorist efficiency theory borrowed from the
industrial sector, turned the kitchen into a laboratory and ostensibly elevated the housewife into
a “household scientist,” engineer or physician, as promoted in the first decade of the twentieth
century in German publications such as Dr. Anna Fischer-Dückelmann’s Die Frau als
Hausärztin (Woman as Home Doctor). 39
Mies and Reich’s domestic interiors owe a significant debt to Wohnreform, which called
for open, functional domestic spaces unencumbered by heavy, traditionally ornamented and
dust-collecting furnishings, and which stressed salubrious living. The development of the open
or “free” architectural plan, a central component of the modern dwelling, went hand in hand with
contemporary innovations in hygiene and a reductive aesthetic that demanded the clearing out
of the cluttered historicist interior, fundamental aspects of Wohnreform that made living in the
modern domestic interior (not to mention the chore of cleaning it) much improved. 40 The notion
that the open plan brought with it a significant improvement in lifestyle for its inhabitants, who
were liberated from the restrictive spatial enclosures of the traditional domestic interior, and had
gained the ability to utilize space as function dictated, is an accepted part of the canon. The
implication that, in the traditional dwelling, one’s daily behavior was predicated upon the
predetermined parameters of individual, discrete rooms and the enactment of set, social rituals
See Schuldenfrei for a thorough discussion of electricity as a luxury in the German interior of the 1910s
and 1920s. Schuldenfrei, Luxury and Modernism, 21, 27, 31, 33–36, 44, 54, 57.
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This publication is cited in Bergdoll, “The Nature of Mies’s Space,” 71, 374n22. See Anna FischerDückelmann’s Die Frau als Hausärztin: Ein ärzliches Nachschlagbuch der Gesundheitspflege und
Heilkunde in der Familie mit besondere Berücksichtigung der Frauen-und Kinderkrankheiten, Geburtshilfe
und Kinderpflege, rev. ed. (Stuttgart: Süddeutscher Verlags Institut, 1905). A significant influence on
German architects was Christine Frederick’s The New Housekeeping: Efficiency Studies in Home
Management (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1913).
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40 It should be stated, however, that while modern technical innovations claimed to be time-savers, in fact,
they often created more types of work in order to encourage consumption. On this point, see Ruth
Schwartz Cowan, More Work for Mother: The Ironies of Household Technology from Open Hearth to
Microwave (New York: Pantheon, 1986); and Penny Sparke, Electrical Appliances: Twentieth-Century
Design (New York: E. P. Dutton, 1987).
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within those rooms designed especially for those specific purposes was redolent of the
outmoded, elitist use of architecture as status symbol that the Neues Bauen set out to reform. At
the center of the target were the reception rooms of Wilhelmine haute-bourgeois villas, with their
opulent, eclectic and historicist rooms filled with dust-collecting furnishings. The free plan did
away with such unhealthy spaces, substituting instead open and light-filled environments in
which the flow of space equaled the flow of air, coalescing into the ultimate health-giving
machine for living in. The notion of agency--the idea that the inhabitant has choice in the
arrangement and use of the domestic interior—together with the belief that the modern interior
was more healthful, resulted in the apotheosis of the open plan to the highest levels of
modernist orthodoxy.
Another important architectural element promoted by the Wohnreform movement and
incorporated into the dwellings of the Neues Bauen, including the Tugendhat House, was the
flat roof with terrace. Going hand in hand with the open plan as a key element of modern
architecture as defined by Le Corbusier in his “5 Points of a New Architecture,” the roof terrace
offered inhabitants the ability to access fresh air and the outdoors, defining the use of space
according to their own particular needs with the goal of achieving their best selves, through a
healthy, fit, body conscious lifestyle.
An alternate reading, however, positions the Tugendhat House’s open plan and the
space-dividing curtain walls as ideologically loaded, imbued with a series of conflicting
meanings, motivations, and functions. This interpretation in no way negates the idea that we
should celebrate the Tugendhats as adventuresome fellow travelers with Mies and Reich, on a
journey to modern living and self-fulfillment. As willing participants in an exciting project, a
radical experiment of living in a glass and steel house, a high-tech “machine for living,” they are
rightly applauded. Rather, this study asks what other forces were at play in the design, how
might those forces be implicated in the experience of life in the Tugendhat House’s particular
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design, and how might they be productively included in an expanded canon of modern
architecture?
This alternate interpretation posits the open plan and the curtain walls as embodying and
reflecting a series of tensions: between the bourgeois desire for representation and the quest for
reductive abstraction; between the articulation of traditional opulence and an emphasis on
“clean” forms and hygiene; between the needs of social propriety and the celebration of the
ideal, fit, healthy body in Weimar culture; between traditional domesticity and gemütlichkeit and
the insistent drumbeat of cultural dynamism and change; between the need for permanence and
stability (a sense of “home”) and the pursuit of theatrical, experiential, and ever-changing
atmospheric and spatial effects; and finally, between the specific needs and desires of the
family and Mies and Reich’s personal and professional attitudes towards traditional domesticity
and family life. These many issues present a complex nexus of signification for which the fabric
curtain/wall stands as prime manifestation, and the house has, since its infancy, been the
subject of considerable and often heated debate concerning its radical form and its suitability for
domestic life. 41

Get Up and Move: Curtain Partitions, Weimar Dynamism, Domestic Ambivalence, and the
Demands of Modern Domestic Space
That more was at stake in the Tugendhat House controversy than a reactionary
nostalgia for a lost sense of domestic coziness is evident in Grete Tugendhat’s published
response to the house’s critics in Die Form. Her thoughts are worth quoting at length, not simply
for their positive spin on the revolutionary aspects of the design, but also for the ambivalence
they reveal:

41 The Tugendhat House has even been the subject of an acclaimed novel, Simon Mawer’s The Glass
Room (New York: Other Press, 1998), a fictionalized account based loosely on the house, its Jewish
inhabitants, and their dramatic story, which was nominated for the prestigious Man Booker Prize in 2009.
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For if Mr. Bier thinks that Mies should be allowed “to use his talent so well
equipped for the highest commissions of architecture in the right place, where a
house for the spirit is to be built, not where a house for the sheer necessities of
living, sleeping, and eating require a more reserved and softer language,” it is on
the contrary precisely this that Mies is trying to convey in his work, to restore the
primary spiritual sense of life to its proper place, beyond the mere necessities.
How far this is right and possible for each and every one of us in our homes, and
not just “there where a house for the spirit is to be built”, is a social question,
which Mies cannot answer. It seems to me that the central point of Mr. Bier’s
criticism is that the pathos of the interior space compels the inhabitants to
representational living and is dwarfing their individual lives. Whether it is due to
the “numbing effect” of the house, as Mr. Riezler thinks, or not, I never
experienced the rooms as possessing a pathos. I find them large and austerely
simple--however, not in a dwarfing but in a liberating sense. This austerity makes
it impossible to spend your time just relaxing and letting yourself go, and it is
precisely this being forced to do something else which people, exhausted and left
empty by their working lives, need and find liberating today. For just as one sees
in this room every flower in a different light and every work of art gives a stronger
impression (e.g., a sculpture in front of the onyx wall), individuals too and others
stand out more clearly against such a background. 42
For Grete Tugendhat, the interior encouraged and even demanded a state of activity, both
physical and psychological, which she interpreted as constituting a potent means of selfactualization. Her telling statement that, in the Tugendhat House, it was “impossible to spend
your time just relaxing and letting yourself go, and it is precisely this being forced to do
something else” that resonates with the tempo of dynamism and the emphasis on rhythm and
movement that permeated Weimar cultural discourse. It also reflects the broader interest in the
“cult of the body” in contemporary German culture. And yet, Grete Tugendhat contested the
idea that the experience of the house was of “unrest and insecurity” declaring instead that “the
large room—precisely because of its rhythm—has a very particular tranquility, which a closed
room could never have.” 43 Seemingly contradictory, these disparate descriptions of the house’s

Grete and Fritz Tugendhat, “The Inhabitants of the Tugendhat House Give Their Opinion,” in HammerTugendhat, Hammer, and Tegethoff, Haus Tugendhat, 76. Grete Tugendhat was highly engaged with the
philosophy of Martin Heidegger, and Heidegger’s thought permeates her writing. See HammerTugendhat, “Is the Tugendhat House Habitable,” 72-73. See additional discussions in Bergdoll, “The
Nature of Mies’s Space,” 94, 99; and Neumeyer, The Artless Word.
42

Grete and Fritz Tugendhat, “The Inhabitants of the Tugendhat House Give Their Opinion,” in HammerTugendhat, Hammer, and Tegethoff, Haus Tugendhat, 77.
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experiential aspects invite an interpretation that brings in a discussion of the broader societal
context.
Part of what was lurking in the critiques of the Tugendhat House was an underlying
anxiety about the challenges of modern life, particularly urban life—not only its speed and
dynamism but also the subversive social groups, changing gender roles, lifestyles, and ideas
that challenged conventional notions of domesticity as well as national and class identity. While
much of the negative response may read today as reactionary conservatism, there is an aspect
of the commentary that deserves scrutiny: seen from another viewpoint, with an emphasis on
movement, flow, activity, and ever-changing experience, the design of the house operates in
ways counter to traditional notions of domestic comfort and coziness, despite all proclamations
to the contrary by the family and later scholars. 44 Further, Mies’s personal artistic path--summed
up nicely by his statement “You value results, we value the point of departure”--reflects his
preoccupation with experimentation, risk-taking, dynamic energy, and transformation (not to
mention individual artistic ego) and suggests that to him the process of becoming (the creative
process, the spiritual journey) was more important that the final result (family togetherness,
comfort, the home). Implicated in this argument are Mies and Reich’s curtain partitions, which
act as mechanisms designed for movement and change, and are not merely related to utilitarian
function in creating spatial configurations.
Far removed from the cozy, relaxing, and familiar gemütlichkeit of the traditional and
stuffy Wilhelmine room, Mies and Reich’s Tugendhat House constitutes an interior in flux,
offering fresh vistas and constantly renewed spaces. The house’s particular set of design
choices can be contextualized within a discussion of issues defining contemporary German
On the concept of comfort in the domestic interior, see Peter Gay, Education of the Senses, vol. 1 of
The Bourgeois Experience, Victoria to Freud (New York: Norton, 1984), 438–49, 506; John Crowley, “The
Sensibility of Comfort,” American Historical Review 104, no. 3 (1999): 749–72; John Crowley, The
Invention of Comfort: Sensibilities and Design in Early Modern Britain and Early America (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001); and Charles Rice, The Emergence of the Interior: Architecture,
Modernity, Domesticity (London: Routledge, 2007), 57–74.
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society as a whole—for example, the exciting dynamism of avant-garde art, New Dance, and
modern music; the loosening of social mores, sexual restrictions, and gender boundaries
(evident in the phenomenon of the Neue Frau (New Woman); the development of new industrial
materials and technologies; and the diversity, growth and change central to the urban
experience--and thus may be interpreted as a sign of the potential for positive, progressive
change. 45 Central Weimar preoccupations: “clean” and reductive architectural forms, hygiene
and healthy living, the emphasis on an ideally fit and active body, an emphasis on dynamic
movement as a metaphor for contemporary society, and the anxieties which accompanied the
radically accelerated pace of societal and cultural change, reverberated in the architectural
schemes of the Neues Bauen. The potential for instability and even chaos resided within the
complex cultural landscape of the Weimar era, and responses to this uneasy state were
manifested in Weimar artistic production in a variety of ways. These tensions were embedded in

On the New Woman in Weimar Germany, see Anita Grossman, “The New Woman and the
Rationalization of Sexuality in Weimar Germany,” in Powers of Desire: The Politics of Sexuality, ed. Ann
Snitow, Christine Stansell, and Sharon Thompson (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1983), 156-58;
Dorothy Price, “The New Woman in 1920s Berlin,” in Berlin Metropolis, 1918-1933, ed. Olaf Peters
(Munich: Prestel, 2015), 274-293; Eric D. Weitz, Weimar Germany: Promise and Tragedy (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2007), 305–13; Janet Ward, Weimar Surfaces: Urban Visual Culture in 1920s
Germany (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001), 81-91; and Marsha Meskimmon and Shearer
West, Visions of the Neue Frau and the Visual Arts in Weimar Germany (Aldershot: Scholar Press, 1995).
See also Susanne Herzog, “Weimarer Republik, Alltagsleben, Die Neue Frau,” Lebendiges Museum
Online, Deutsches Historisches Museum, Berlin, last updated September 14, 2014,
https://www.dhm.de/lemo/kapitel/weimarer-republik/alltagsleben/die-neue-frau.html.
Following the collapse of the Weimar Republic and the ascendency of the National Socialist party, the
Nazi’s response to such perceived threats to the status quo during the Third Reich was the emphasis on
“Kinder, Küche, Kirche” (children, kitchen, and church) as encompassing the appropriate realm for
women during the Third Reich. On the role of women and domesticity in the Weimar and Nazi periods,
see for example, Renate Bridenthal and Claudia Koonz, “Beyond Kinder, Küche, Kirche: Weimar Women
in Politics and Work,” in When Biology Became Destiny: Women in Weimar and Nazi Germany, ed.
Renate Bridenthal, Anita Grossmann, and Marion Kaplan (New York: Monthly Review, 1984), 33-65;
Claudia Koonz, Mothers in the Fatherland: Women, the Family, and Nazi Politics (New York: St. Martin’s,
1981), 19-49; Barbara Miller Lane, Architecture and Politics in Germany, 1918-1945 (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1985); and Jill Stephenson, Women in Nazi Germany (London: Routledge,
2001). Also of interest is Despina Stratigakos, “The Uncanny Architect: Lesbian Builders and Deviant
Homes in Modern Germany,” in Negotiating Domesticity: Spatial Productions of Gender in Modern
Architecture, ed. Hilde Heynen and Gülsüm Baydar, 145–61 (London: Routledge, 2005); and Irene
Guenther, Nazi 'Chic'?: Fashioning Women in the Third Reich (London: Berg, 2004).
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the moveable partition walls that activated the architectural spaces of Mies and Reich and their
contemporaries.

The Modern Body and Dynamic Movement in Relation to Mies and Reich’s Modern Interiors
Dynamic movement has long been recognized by scholars as a central aspect of
modern culture, and its implications for the domestic interior are compelling. Historian Peter
Gay, for example, describing the nineteenth century, writes: "All this motion took its toll…the
century’s vertiginous mobility, headlong and not wholly predictable, exacted many of its
sacrifices right at home.” 46 Not simply related to the rhythmic vitality of Mies’s open plans, a
central aspect of his architecture mentioned in even the most general architectural surveys, this
dynamic also permeates Mies and Reich’s interior designs in the form of the mobile curtain/wall,
in ways that challenge the notion of what the domestic interior should be, which may be
considered disruptive and even anti-domestic. This discussion begs an examination of a key
attribute of the traditional domestic interior: comfort, a concept suggesting bodily well-being, and
analyzes Mies and Reich’s open plan in relation to the theme of boundaries, which
encompasses issues of an architectural as well as a social nature.
A primary metaphor for the modern in Europe during the first two decades of the
twentieth century, dynamic movement is evident in the avant-garde movements in the
performing as well as visual arts and architecture, in movements such as Futurism in painting,
kinetic sculpture, and cinematic montage in film. Dynamic movement and/or the appearance
thereof became a major constituent of German modernism during the Weimar period. As Erhard
Gay, Education of the Senses, 56. On movement, energy and dynamism as aspects of modern culture
in Germany, see also Michael J. Cowan, Cult of the Will: Nervousness and German Modernity (University
Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2008); Peter Fritzsche, Reading Berlin, 1900 (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1996); Peter Gay, Weimar Culture: The Outsider as Insider (New York:
Harper and Row, 1968); Thomas W. Kniesche and Stephen Brockmann, eds., Dancing on the Volcano:
Essays on the Culture of the Weimar Republic (Columbia, SC: Camden House, 1994); Ward, Weimar
Surfaces, 116–17, 119–21, 123–25; Joachim Radkau, Das Zeitalter der Nervosität. Deutschland
zwischen Bismarck und Hitler (Munich: Hanser, 1998); and Weitz, Weimar Germany.
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Schütz has noted, “Speed, or ‘tempo,” is in fact the central conception Berlin has of itself in the
Weimar Republic.” 47 Closely related to the modern cult of the body, this fascination with
dynamic rhythms reflected the contemporary German fascination with an Amerikanismus of
Taylorized efficiency, epitomized by the huge success in Weimar Berlin of synchronized dance
troupes like the Jackson Girls, the Tiller Girls and others (not to mention the compelling beat of
Jazz and other “exotic” and “primitive” forms of entertainment, most notably, American
performer and superstar Josephine Baker, the sensation of Paris’s Folies Bergère whose
tremendous popularity had vaulted her to a new level of international superstardom). 48 The
ultimate Jazz-Age fantasy, Baker was idolized for the expressive energy of her outrageous
performances and became a Weimar symbol of the exotic, erotic “primitive” after her arrival in
Berlin in 1925. 49 This emphasis on movement and dynamism also, in many cases, contained a
Erhard Schütz, “Beyond Glittering Reflections of Asphalt: Changing Images of Berlin in Weimar Literary
Journalism,” in Kneische and Brockmann, Dancing on the Volcano, 120.
47

48 See Lisa Jaye Young, “All Consuming: The Tiller-Effect and the Aesthetics of Americanization in
Weimar Photography 1923-1933” (PhD diss., City University of New York, 2008); and Lisa Jaye Young,
“Girls and Goods: Amerikanismus and the Tiller-Effect,” in New Woman International: Representations in
Photography and Film from the 1870s through the 1960s, ed. Elizabeth Otto and Vanessa Rocco
https://doi.org/10.3998/dcbooks.9475509.0001.001. EPUB; and Weitz, Weimar Germany, 50, 272–74,
313.

On Weimar cabaret culture, see Mel Gordon, Voluptuous Panic: The Erotic World of Weimar Berlin (Port
Townsend, WA: Feral House, 2000); and Peter Jelavich, Berlin Cabaret (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1993). On jazz in the Weimar Republic see, for example, Sharon Jordan, “’The Rhythm
of Our Time is Jazz’: Popular Entertainment During the Weimar Republic,” in Peters, Berlin Metropolis,
246–73; and Marc A. Weiner, “Urwaldmusik and the Borders of German Identity: Jazz in Literature of the
Weimar Republic,” German Quarterly 64, no. 4 (Autumn 1991): 475–87, https://doi.org/10.2307/406664.
On Josephine Baker, see Jean-Claude Baker and Chris Chase, Josephine Baker: The Hungry Heart
(New York: Cooper Square, 2001). See also Petrine Archer-Straw, Negrophilia: Avant-Garde Paris and
Black Culture in the 1920s (London: Thames and Hudson, 2000); Christine Naumann, “African American
Performers and Culture in Weimar Germany,” in Crosscurrents: African Americans, Africa and Germany
in the Modern World, ed. David McBride, Leroy Hopkins, and C. Aisha Blackshire-Belay (Columbia, SC:
Camden House, 1998), 96-105; and Brett M. Van Hoesen, “Weimar Revisions of Germany’s Colonial
Past,” in German Colonialism, Visual Culture, and Modern Memory, ed. Volker M. Langbein (London:
Routledge, 2010), 215.
49 Cornelius Partsch, “Hannibal ante Portas: Jazz in Weimar,” in Kniesche and Brockmann, Dancing on
the Volcano, 105–16. Baker’s powerful allure was such that, according to Kenneth Frampton, she and Le
Corbusier “seemingly had a close relationship” on board the SS Lutetia when Le Corbusier was returning
from a trip to South America. As Frampton and other scholars have pointed out, the synthesis of the
exotic and of the idealized female form would became a major preoccupation and exerted a profound
influence on Le Corbusier’s oeuvre. Kenneth Frampton, Le Corbusier (New York: Thames and Hudson,
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resolutely utopian sensibility. In the phenomenon of the New German Dance, for example, as
Gisela D’Andrea has noted, “By freeing movement, the dance hoped…to contribute to a
regeneration of the human and to a freer existence within a new society.” 50
Mies had a personal connection to the culture of modern German dance; his fiancée and
later, wife Ada Bruhn studied modern movement with Swiss composer, musician and educator
Émile Jaques-Dalcroze, known for developing Dalcroze Eurhythmics, at the German garden city
of Hellerau before her marriage to Mies. 51 Mies visited Ada at Hellerau, where her fellow student
was renowned German dancer Mary Wigman. 52 Founded in 1911, the Bildungsanstalt JaquesDalcroze instructed students from across Europe in the Jaques-Dalcroze Method of dance,
music, and rhythmical gymnastics, not with the intention of producing professional dancers or
musicians, but rather to teach students strategies to gain control their minds in order to master
2001), 106–10. The influence of the exotic and the primitive in Mies’s and Reich’s work will be analyzed in
detail in chapter 5.
50 Gisela D’Andrea, “The New German Dance in the Weimar Republic,” in Germany in the Twenties: The
Artist as Social Critic: A Collection of Essays, ed. Frank D. Hirschbach et al, 86-97 (New York: Holmes
and Meier, 1980), 87. The theme of dynamic movement embodied in Mies’s and Reich’s curtain partitions
will be explored further in chapter 4. Aspects of the exotic and the Primitive in their oeuvre will be
discussed in chapter 5.
51 Mies’s debt to the design innovations of Adolphe Appia’s stage sets at the Jaques-Dalroze school at
Hellerau have been pointed out by scholars; see Bergdoll, “The Nature of Mies’s Space,” 78–79. On
Appia and Hellerau, see also Richard C. Beacham, "Adolphe Appia, Emile Jaques-Dalcroze, and
Hellerau: Part One, 'Music Made Visible",' New Theatre Quarterly 1, no. 2 (May 1985): 154-164, DOI:
10.1017/S0266464X00001524; Beacham, “Appia, Jaques-Dalcroze, and Hellerau, Part Two: ‘Poetry in
Motion’,” New Theatre Quarterly 1, no. 3 (August 1985): 245–61, DOI: 10.1017/S0266464X00001639;
Cowan, Cult of the Will, 171–22; Dieter Jaenicke and Ralph Lindner, Rekonstruction Der Zukunft: Raum,
Licht, Bewegung, Utopie: Adolphe Appia, Alexander von Salzmann, und Émile Jaques-Dalcroze (Leipzig:
Spector Books, 2017); and James Lee, "Dalcroze By Any Other Name: Eurhythmics in Early Modern
Theatre and Dance" (PhD diss., Texas Tech University, 2003), http://hdl.handle.net/2346/15905.

On Wigman and modern German dance, see Ramsay Bart, Alien Bodies: Representations of
Modernity, “Race,” and Nation in Early Modern Dance (Abington: Routledge, 1998); Renate Berger,
“Moments Can Change Your Life: Creative Crises in the Lives of Dancers in the 1920s,” in Visions of the
"Neue Frau": Women and the Visual Arts in Weimar Germany, ed. Marsha Meskimmon and Shearer
West (Aldershot: Scolar Press, 1995); Alexandra Kolb, Performing Femininity: Dance and Literature in
German Modernism (Bern: Peter Lang, 2009), 142–66; Susan A. Manning, Ecstasy and the Demon:
Feminism and Nationalism in the Dances of Mary Wigman (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1993); 77–95; Dee Reynolds, “Dancing as a Woman: Mary Wigman and 'Absolute Dance',” Forum for
Modern Language Studies 35 (1999): 297–310; and Mary Wigman, The Mary Wigman Book: Her
Writings, ed. and trans. Walter Sorell (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 1975).
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their bodily movements. Exercises in training the will, the programs imparted a sense of order,
clarity and control, emphasizing repetitive movement and the efficient use of physical energy in
order to achieve a sense of security and confidence and tame the nervous body through
performative exercises. Profoundly influenced by Jacques-Dalcroze’s engagement with
contemporary psychology, the ultimate goal of his pedagogical method was to free the spirit and
fight abulia, and yet, as Michael J. Cowan has argued, if the mind can only be liberated through
controlled dynamic movement, then the relentless dynamism required to produce this elevated
sense of psychic transcendence must continually be perpetuated and produces only a fantasy
of agency and autonomy. 53
This insistence on the transformative potential inherent in progressive manifestations of
this Weimar cult of the ideal body and preoccupation with movement and dynamism had its
contemporary critics, even on the left (most famously, Siegfried Kracauer, whose ideas will be
discussed shortly), as it masked a darker reality, one which, as numerous scholars have
discussed, would play a part in the descent of Germany into genocide and global war during the
Holocaust and World War II. 54 The troubling side of the Weimar pursuit of health and fitness is
evident in its appropriation by right-wing, nationalist and racist factions in Germany, and the
phenomenon of the “Kraft durch Freude” (Kdf) or “strength through joy” approach to fitness and
healthy living promoted by the Nazi regime. The Kdf mentality, manifested in the plethora of
heath and fitness clubs and other forms, was derived from philosophies of the 1920s. 55
The notion of dynamism extends to the dynamic modern floor plan, which, in Mies’s
hands, encourages the inhabitant to wander along its meandering path, potentially, discovering
like Charles Baudelaire’s flâneur, new sights and experiences with every turn and doubling back
53

Cowan, Cult of the Will, 180–88.
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On Kracauer and dynamic movement, see Weitz, Weimar Germany, 270–75, 321–23.

55 John Zukowsky identifies the writings of Le Corbusier in this regard. See Zukowsky, The Many Faces of
Modern Architecture: Building in Germany between the World Wars (Munich: Prestel, 1994), 11-12. On
the Weimar cult of the body and obsession with fitness, see Cowen, Cult of the Will, 111–70.
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of the layout, or with every pull of the fabric the curtain partition. 56 Mies’s (and Reich’s) most
celebrated interiors are defined by the dynamism of the open or free plan which creates the
invitation to pass through the entire space as it flows in a linear fashion. However, their dynamic
design schemes are for private homes, not shopping arcades, although one is reminded of Lilly
Reich’s history of shop-window design in this regard, as well as the fact that a major function of
department store interiors was (and still is) to confuse the consumer into a state of acquisitive
rapture in order to generate impulse buying. 57 While energized with the excitement and novelty
of the modern city, Mies’s (and Reich’s) modern plan can be understood as insistent and
demanding. It defines a space of rhythmic vitality, but ultimately, one to be moved in, and even
passed through. Mies’s Tugendhat House brings the outside in, both literally, by “opening up”
the wall with a retractable window, but also by using the exterior city street as a model for the
experience of moving through the domestic interior, thereby coding the feminized space of the

The central theme of movement in Mies’s work has been widely acknowledged by scholars, including
the “doubling back” aspect of Mies’s plans; see for example, Bergdoll, “The Nature of Mies’s Space,” 72,
92–94; Mahruhn, “Building for Art,” 318–23; and Tegethoff, “The Tugendhat ‘Villa’,” 74–76. Bergdoll, for
example, discusses the dynamism of Mies’s plans, describing the layout of the Barcelona Pavilion as a
“series of switchbacks.” He cites Mies’s reliance on philosopher Romano Guardini’s call for “increased
awareness of the body by rhythmical culture,” an idea which, according to Bergdoll, also points back to
Mies’s early exposure to notions of bodily rhythm at the Jacques-Dalcroze institute at Hellerau.
56

Claire Zimmerman describes the rhythmic movement in Mies’s interiors, contextualizing it within her
discussion of the construction of modern spatial representation through photographic imaging. Citing the
impact of the work of Schinkel along with the stage sets of Adolph Appia, the eurhythmic choreography of
Émile-Jacques Dalcroze, and the radical cinematic techniques embraced by avant-garde filmmakers.
Zimmerman describes Mies’s movement patterns as “…integrating a particular way of moving through
space with contemporary ideas about stagecraft, performance, and filmic experience.”(82). Zimmerman’s
focus, however, is not Mies’s and Reich’s fabric curtain/walls. See Zimmerman, Photographic Architecture
in the Twentieth Century (Minneapolis: Univ. of Minnesota, 2014), 72-82.
On Baudelaire’s flâneur, see Walter Benjamin, Charles Baudelaire: A Lyric Poet in the Era of High
Capitalism (New York: Verso, 1997).
57 On the department store, see William Lancaster, The Department Store: A Social History (Leicester:
Leicester University Press,1995); William R. Leach, “Transformations in a Culture of Consumption:
Women and Department Stores, 1890–1925,” Journal of American History 71, no. 2 (1984): 319–42,
https://doi.org/10.2307/1901758; Jan Whitaker, Department Store: History, Design, Display (London:
Thames and Hudson, 2011); and Rosalind H. Williams, Dream Worlds: Mass Consumption in Late
Nineteenth-Century France (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985).
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domestic interior with the masculine sphere of the outside world. Thus the trope of dynamic
movement as defining Weimar culture takes on specific personal connotations.
This emphasis on dynamic movement was a key aspect of the Tugendhat House’s
design that was singled out as problematic by critics in 1931. The ways in which the body of the
inhabitant existed and moved through the space, and the psychological ramifications of that
experience, was a major point of concern, as evidenced by a quip by Ginsburger: “Are you
allowed to simply walk through it or do you have to stalk and strut?” 58 Ginsburger’s ironic
comment points not only to the level of rarified elegance of the interiors in the Tugendhat House
but also to the sense that physical demands were being made on the inhabitant―demands very
different than generally expected in a home. 59
Tellingly, in Grete Tugendhat’s rebuttal to the critics, she reiterated a statement made by
architect Ludwig Hilberseimer about the house: “One has to move in the space, its rhythm is like
music.” 60 Elaborating further, she declared, “The rhythm of the large room is so strong that small
changes are insignificant.” 61 The theme of rhythm runs through Grete’s descriptions of the
particular effects created in the interior, which reflect the challenges of contextualizing the
house’s unique design within the parameters of traditional domestic architecture. Refuting the
suggestion that the sense of openness caused by the use of large expanses of transparent

Roger Ginsburger and Walter Riezler, “Zweckhaftigkeit und geistige Haltung,” Die Form 10 (October
1931): 431–37, quoted and translated in Hammer-Tugendhat, Hammer, and Tegethoff, Haus Tugendhat
House, 71.
58

59 Detlef Mertins conceptualizes Mies’s rhythmic dynamism as a fusion of elements inherited from
Schinkel and Frank Lloyd Wright combined with elements borrowed from contemporary artistic
movements in Europe, including avant-garde film. Mertins, “Architectures of Becoming,” 127. Vittorio
Magnago Lampugnani positions Mies’s rhythm and dynamism within the development of the modern city;
see Lampugnani, “Berlin Modernism and the Architecture of the Metropolis,” 35–65, in Riley and Bergdoll,
Mies in Berlin, 54. Schuldenfrei also analyzes the dynamism of the free plan and the ways in which Mies’s
use of materials contribute to the nature of the space, unfolding and durational. Schuldenfrei, Luxury and
Modernism, 212.
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Bergdoll, “The Nature of Mies’s Space,” 99.
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glass in the garden-level living area created a sense of “restlessness and insecurity,” she
argued that the space possessed “just through its rhythm a very distinctive peace that no closed
space can ever possess.” 62 For Grete Tugendhat, the experience of the interior brought about a
kind of meditative state, a point of departure to a higher state of consciousness; it induced a
form of liberation, but an active one rather than a state of “relaxation” (which connotes idleness).
This notion of spiritual meditation as an active rather than passive pursuit aligns it with the
psychophysical aspects of dynamism that are encouraged by the house’s physical layout. 63
Mies explained his own intentions clearly; as Grete recalled, the architect insisted: “one had to
feel the room while standing in and moving through it.” 64
The spatial realities of the Tugendhat open plan interior, which involve a kind of obstacle
course of bodily turning, doubling back, and finally, opening fabric barriers or pulling them
closed in order to attain different spatial and visual possibilities, constitutes a series of activities
akin to a ritualized, performative progression—a pilgrimage of sorts for its own sake (or, for the
sake of individual spiritual enlightenment or aesthetic beauty, or a combination of all three).
Mies’s and Reich’s interiors demand a dynamism centered in a combination of the optical and
the haptic, by setting up visual and physical “roadblocks” in the form of hanging fabric screens
to be pulled open or closed. These demands seem to have more to do with creating novel and
artistic spaces (with echoes of the flâneur, the urban wanderer theorized by Charles Baudelaire
and, later, by Walter Benjamin) rather than attaining new forms of functional domestic
architecture per se. The movement required by the interior seems to constitute a self-conscious
abstraction, as is much the case with Mies and Reich’s hanging fabric curtain partitions. The
62

Tegethoff, “The Tugendhat ‘Villa’,” 75.

Committed to intellectual pursuits and highly engaged with contemporary discourse in philosophy and
psychology, Grete and Fritz Tugendhat were sympathetic to such concepts. In addition, the spiritual
ramifications of the interior are reminiscent of Zen Buddhist meditative practice. The importance of
Japanese influence in Mies’s architecture has already been mentioned.
63

64

Tugendhat, “On the Construction of the Tugendhat House,” 5.

110

drawing-attention-to-itself aspect of the spatial configuration is like a rarified artwork, original
and of singular authorship, intellectually demanding and complex in its referentiality. This
reading is supported by Mies’s own explanations of his design methodology as a quest for
universality, spirituality, and transcendence--lofty notions that float in the artist stratosphere far
above any mundane notions of quotidian domestic functionality. According to Mies, quoting St.
Augustine: “Beauty is the radiance of truth.” 65 (Later, however, Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat
admitted that it was never fully clear exactly what Mies meant by words like ”‘the spiritual” or
“truth.”) 66
But the sense of wandering around encouraged by the open plan, when compared to the
experiences of the modern urban flâneur, can be seen as ultimately un-domestic, related to a
sense of nomadism and even homelessness, as various scholars have argued. Already during
the Weimar era, critics recognized the transitory and the rootless as aspects of the experience
of modern architecture, as evident in Siegfried Kracauer’s description of the shop windows in
Weimar-era Berlin on the Ku-Damm (colloquial for the city’s famous avenue, the
Kurfürstendamm). 67 According to contemporary scholar Hilde Heynen, “The conceptualization of
modernity is . . . at odds with home and domesticity. In as far as modernity means change and
rupture, it seems to imply, necessarily, the leaving of home.” 68 Writing about Mies, Heynen
declares: “A metaphorical ‘homelessness’ indeed is often considered the hallmark of modernity
. . . in architecture, this sense of homelessness is probably best captured in the works of Mies

65 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, “Build Beautifully and Practically! Stop This Cold Functionality,” Duisburger
Generalanzeiger 49 (January 26, 1930), 2, reprinted in Neumeyer, The Artless Word, 301. See also
Mertins’s discussion in Mies, 179, 484n22.
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Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat, quoted in Mertins, Mies, 179, 484n23.
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Siegfried Kracauer, “Straße ohne Erinnerung” (1932), cited in Ward, Weimar Surfaces, 217, 314n151.

68 Hilde Heynen, “’Leaving Traces’: Anonymity in the Modern House,” in Designing the Modern Interior:
From the Victorians to Today, ed. Penny Sparke, Anne Massey, Trevor Keeble, and Brenda Martin
(Oxford: Berg, 2009), 119.
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van der Rohe.” 69 Anthony Vidler, too, in his analysis of German philosopher Walter Benjamin’s
theoretical impact on modern architecture, points to nomadism as a resolutely modern condition
central to the metropolis. 70
While Mies and Reich’s dynamic interiors may be interpreted as imbued with the
pervasive energetic tempo of Weimar culture, they are also reflections of more personal
engagements. Victoria Rosner has argued compellingly for the progressive, feminist
implications of modernism’s dissolution of traditional domestic architecture and the forms of
entrapment constructed and perpetuated through it. In Modernism and the Architecture of
Private Life, Rosner writes:
No social institution is more closely tied to the construction and reproduction of
gender and social identity than the home. Domestic architecture is thus key to
understanding the history of gender and sexuality in the early twentieth
century…I see the dismantling of the traditional home as a modernist gesture
that ineluctably and materially links feminism to modernism. 71
However, this interpretation does not suffice for Mies and Reich’s domestic interiors, which can
be seen as reflecting another side of avant-garde architecture’s “domestic dismantling.” Mies’s
“opening up” of the floor plan and insistence upon the aspect of dynamic movement through the
space of the interior has consistently been seen as a modern, progressive rejection of the
traditional discrete room as enclosing box in favor of a freedom for the inhabitant now possible
through the dynamism of the open plan. The term “dynamism” is understood here as a desired
attribute of the modern interior, although clearly not one necessarily in concert with the needs of
actual inhabitants. 72 It is the interior as concept, or experiment, breaking all the rules concerning
69

Heynen, “’Leaving Traces’,” 199.
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Vidler, Warped Space, 63.

71 Victoria Rosner, Modernism and the Architecture of Private Life (New York: Columbia University Press,
2005), 14.

Adolf Behne pointed out the quality of dynamic movement in modern architecture, particularly as
evident in the floor plan, in the context of his analysis of various forms of functionalism in The Modern
Functional Building. Comparing the respective movements of “German functionalism and Russian
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112

inside/outside, open/closed, public/private, etc., and clearly with little interest in creating a
“domestic” interior in the traditional sense. We need only witness, for example, the Tugendhat’s
rather defensive public iteration of their satisfaction with the way the insistently rigorous Miesdesigned modern interiors of their house made them feel. If the Mies interior ostensibly offers
room for reflection, 73 it is implied that we will reflect upon “the reflections,” and upon how our
eye is so skillfully manipulated in and around and through the surfaces and space and
outward―with no time in the modern world to linger, visually or physically, in a space not
necessarily designed with human interaction and social engagement, and certainly not with
Gemütlichkeit in mind. 74 This is an interior designed with a floor plan that encourages dynamic
movement throughout the space with a nod to the active modern lifestyle while at the same time
paradoxically intending to offer a spiritual respite for intellectual advancement and
contemplation situated apart from the outside world
The importance of the theme of dynamic movement as a particularly powerful
contemporary artistic, social, political, and personal force during the Weimar period in general
and in Mies’s life and work in particular cannot be overemphasized. This troubled collision
between “space of contemplation” and “space of dynamic movement” or even “space of nervous
energy” underlies Mies’s interiors and represents an inherent and problematic quality of the

dynamism,” Behne describes movement in German architecture in terms of its focus on interiority, as “an
expression of individual life, with a pseudo-organic, plastic movement working from within…” while,
Russian architecture, according to Behne, was generated from the outside “almost without a plan.” See
Behne, The Modern Functional Building, trans. Michael Robinson (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute
for the History of Art and the Humanities, 1996), 140–45; and Bletter, Introduction to The Modern
Functional Building.
This is a reference to the title of Fritz Neumeyer’s essay “Space for Reflection: Block versus Pavilion,”
in Mies van der Rohe: Critical Essays, ed. Franz Schulze (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1989), 148–
71.
73

74 The German word Gemütlichkeit translates loosely as a state of coziness or comfort that encompasses
a mental as well as physical state of comfort. The term tends to imply a feeling predicated on traditional
notions of interior décor rather than modern reductivism.
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modernist condition. 75 The overriding sense of positive, progressive impetus that at the time
sustained this dynamic push forward, despite the consequences, has been duly criticized by
critics. What were the specific implications, professional and personal, of this emphasis on
dynamism for Mies?
A description of the destabilizing effects of Mies’s domestic architecture is provided by
Wolf Tegethoff, whose scholarship offers an instructive study in understanding Mies’s radical
interiors in terms of flowing energy and dynamic movement through the architectural plan, just
as it highlights the un-domestic and even uncanny nature of what has been conceptualized.
Tegethoff describes Mies’s plan for the Brick Country House, an unbuilt yet profoundly
significant milestone in the architect’s oeuvre, in terms of “an abstract mathematical
configuration” which problematizes the reading of discrete room units because the “whole is in a
state of constant flux” and “the gravitational centre of the axes” creates a situation in which “the
interior has become the nucleus of a force field.” Tegethoff locates the importance of Mies’s
spatial breakthrough thus:
Nothing serves better to express the fundamental originality of this concept than
the conscious abandonment of a structural core wall in on all sides to form a
hollow body that can only ever contain space negatively as an extended vacuum
between matter. In contrast, the radial or at most tangential arrangement of wall
elements invests space with an intrinsic independence and an expansive quality
verging on plasticity which is given shape in the transitional zones to the
exterior. 76

On Weimar nervousness, see Cowan, Cult of the Will. Victoria Solan’s study of modern architect and
European émigré Richard Neutra’s design for the Lovell Health House in Los Angeles, California (192729), with its emphasis on energetic movement as an organizing spatial motif linking interior and exterior,
deals with these issues in an American context. Solan’s approach positions the Lovell House design
within contemporary discussions concerning architecture, dynamism and healthy living. See Solan, “The
Physical Experience of Luxury at the Lovell Health House,” paper presented the 57th Annual Meeting of
the Society of Architectural Historians, Providence, Rhode Island, April 15, 2003.
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Utilizing a taut, scientific, rationally progressivist construct, Tegethoff describes a “dynamic
relationship of tensions” 77 that sounds more like the eye of a hurricane than a domestic interior,
in which the restless energy of this force field seems destabilizing and uninviting to a human
inhabitant. According to Tegethoff: “We perceive these asymmetrically placed walls, unattached
at either end, as being potentially moveable, an effect that further strengthens the rhythmic
nature of the space. The dynamics of this interior communicates itself to the viewer, inviting him
to move through these spaces-even if only in his imagination. No longer is interior space to be
thought of as something enclosed and fixed; it most now be experienced in motion.” 78 As a
conceptual project, the highly influential Brick Country House plan exists as a jumping-off point
for the revolutionary open plans of Mies’s Barcelona Pavilion and Tugendhat House, and are
rightly celebrated as such; the point for this discussion, however, is the ways in which the
emphasis on dynamic movement permeates other aspects of Mies’s and Reich’s interiors,
notably, their fabric curtain partitions.
Dynamism is seen here as a desired attribute of the modern interior (although more
conceptual than one intended for actual inhabitation). Mies’s design constitutes the interior as a
radical experiment, breaking all the rules concerning inside/outside, etc., and with little interest
in creating any traditional sense of “enclosure” in the domestic interior realm. If it offers space
for reflection, there seems to be no time in the modern world to linger. Finally, just as the
frenetic pitch of dynamic activity demanded by Mies’s plan reaches a level of a near-nuclear
reaction threatening total meltdown, Tegethoff reminds us that the Brick Country House was
probably intended for Mies himself. 79 Mies’s recently won independence is reiterated, again and
again, through his dynamic plans, which celebrated and perpetuated the condition of dynamic
Tegethoff refers to Mies’s dynamic plan the term “angled cross” to differentiate it from the politicallycharged term “swastika.” Tegethoff, Mies van der Rohe, 44.
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Tegethoff, Mies van der Rohe, 33–34; Neumann, “Brick Country House Project, PotsdamNeubabelsberg, 1924,” 194.
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movement on the form of the modern house. In the meantime, although he never legally
divorced from his wife and family, Mies remained in practice a bachelor the rest of his life.

The Multiple Functions of the Domestic Interior: Privacy, Access, and Control in the Tugendhat
House Design
The 1931 Die Form debate over the Tugendhat House focused on a series of issues
relating to function, calling into question the very meaning of the concept of “dwelling” in the
modern world, and the discourse surrounding the house’s lower-level open plan design was
fraught with contemporary anxieties concerning the daily functioning of domestic space. At issue
was the sense that Mies’s (and Reich’s) design had usurped established boundaries and
challenged existing canons concerning domestic architecture, household management, and
bodily comportment. At the very heart of this debate was the issue of privacy, a theme that
defines the modern domestic interior, as analyzed by Benjamin and numerous other scholars. 80
Central to the domestic function of the Tugendhat House, and the family’s understanding
of the success of that function, were the issues of privacy and visual access, and the demand
for privacy (permeated as it was by class-based concerns) was a programmatic requirement
that considerably affected the final design. The desire on the part of the enlightened uppermiddle class (like the Tugendhats) for privacy in the home, to shield the family from unwanted
surveillance from both outside and within the home, suggests the distinctly modern predicament
80 Walter Benjamin, “Louis-Phillippe, or the Interior,” in “Paris: Capital of the Nineteenth Century,” in
Charles Baudelaire: A Lyric Poet in the Era of High Capitalism [1935], trans. Harry Zohn (London: Verso,
1983), 167-169.

The literature on the concept of privacy is extensive; see, for example, Philippe Arès and Georges Duby,
eds., A History of Private Life, 5 vols. (Cambridge, MA: Belknap/Harvard University, 1987–1994); Gay,
Education of the Senses, 439, 445–46; Beatriz Colomina, Privacy and Publicity (Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press, 1996), 233–82; Charles Rice, The Emergence of the Interior, 57–74, 112–19; Terence Riley, The
Unprivate House (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1999); Witold Rybczynski, Home: A Short History of
an Idea (New York: Viking, 1986), 14–49; Author, “Private Chambers,” in Toward a New Interior: An
Anthology of Interior Design Theory, ed. Lois Weinthal (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2011),
380–501; and Alexa Griffith Winton, "Inhabited Space: Critical Theories and the Domestic Interior," in
Brooker and Weinthal, The Handbook of Interior Architecture and Design, 40-49.
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of embracing progressive, modern ideas (like living in a house with walls of glass) while at the
same time retaining aspects of a traditional haute-bourgeois lifestyle, such as live-in servants,
architectures of “presentation,” and the like, particularly when considered in contrast to such
socio-politically progressive architects of the Neues Bauen like Bruno Taut or Ernst May. The
concern with privacy goes hand in hand with modern architecture’s breaching of the boundary
between exterior and interior, and in light of the often-conflicting societal messages concerning
the modern body that exerted considerable pressure during the Weimar period. As Daniela
Hammer-Tugendhat later recalled, “My mother told me that this experience of space was an
essential quality of life in the house: while providing seclusion and privacy, there was a feeling
of belonging to a larger totality at the same time.” 81
A specific conflict in the Tugendhat commission arose over the battle for optical
supremacy, revealing the ways in which hierarchies of class and power are implicated in
architecture and interior design. Articulated in numerous statements by the Tugendhats, these
concerns reveal expectations about the potential of architecture and interior design to enable
the execution of control over the physical and visual realm of one’s domestic environment--over
space and over others. 82 In the case of the Tugendhat House, Mies worked with great care on
the house’s layout, heeding his clients’ requests to ensure that the visual privacy of the house’s
primary occupants was respected at all costs.
Clearly of concern, based on the amount of effort Mies expended on a series of plan
proposals, was the protection of the family’s privacy from the live-in servants. The possibility
that the servants might have visual access to family members when they desired privacy, both
Hammer-Tugendhat, “Living in the Tugendhat House,” 41. Also pertinent to this discussion of privacy is
that fact that the Tugendhats, as a German speaking Jewish family in Brno, were in the minority, and
while they lived a secular lifestyle as members of the class of wealthy industrialists, according to Daniela
Hammer-Tugendhat, they lived a rather secluded life, socializing primarily with other Jews. Visitors to the
house were mainly close friends and family. See Hammer-Tugendhat, “Living in the Tugendhat House,”
46-47.
81

My interpretation is particularly indebted to Colomina’s analysis of Adolf Loos’s interiors; Colomina,
Privacy and Publicity, 232–81.
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in the garden and on the roof terrace, was seen as extremely problematic by the Tugendhats;
these areas were physically and visually open and not “protected” architecturally, thus
necessitating the careful positioning of the windows and entrances of the servants’ quarters to
prevent unwanted surveillance. 83 Clearly, the sense of openness and freedom that
characterized modern architecture could also be a source of anxiety. The family’s outdoor dining
terrace, for example, was carefully situated so that it was not in the servants’ line of sight. In this
instance, the often-anxious intersection between “inside” and “outside” and class-based
concerns about privacy in Weimar culture is literally inscribed into the architecture of the
domestic realm. The family’s desire for privacy dictated that none of the servants’ rooms had a
view to the garden, with the exception of the chauffeur’s kitchen, but even that view did not
afford a direct view due to the parapet of the projecting terrace. 84
Curiously, it seems that the anxiety over being seen by their servants while spending
time in the garden or on their terraces seems more acute than their fear of potential home
invaders; Grete Tugendhat recalled: “during the night the passage from the street to the terrace
was secured by an electric light barrier so that we could leave open the bedroom doors to the
terrace without fear.” 85 Presumably, would-be intruders would be discouraged from breaking
into the house by the virtual barrier of a well-lit passageway. It should also be noted, as Wolf
Tegethoff explains, that the family’s live-in chauffeur occupied rooms with his wife that enjoyed
visual and physical access to the family’s large terrace and was relied upon for security. 86
Mies and the Tugendhats reviewed several variations before a satisfactory solution to
these domestic needs was found. In his painstaking analysis of Mies’s successive proposals for
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the house, Tegethoff points out the serious disadvantages of an early version of the design,
titled “Project A”:
The positioning of the so-called servant’s room as well as the passageway
between kitchen and pantry next to the living area means that the whole garden
is permanently exposed to the view of the house staff, and great pains were
taken in the final design to avoid this. The liberal glazing of the bedrooms on the
upper floor evidently did not meet with approval either. Similar hesitation in the
face of too much openness had already caused plan changes in the Lange and
Esters houses in Krefeld, finally leading to a much more conventional solution. 87
The class-based anxiety implicit in these demands for privacy suggests the fear that this hautebourgeois form of traditional domestic life was under threat. In addition, this desire for physical
privacy should be understood within the broader context of Weimar-era body culture (and bodily
anxiety); it suggests the possibility that the Tugendhats were not simply concerned with the
servants prying into their personal business but also were uncomfortable being seen in the act
of sunbathing, a popular contemporary pastime believed to be important to good health,
particularly in the context of the popular Weimar phenomenon of Freikörperkulture, or “FKK”
(nudism or “naturism”). 88
This concern with privacy is understandable in the context of a house with an entire wall
of glass (even one that faces the garden rather than the street); Mies’s later glass house design
for Edith Farnsworth and the heated controversy surrounding its commission once again comes
to mind. 89 Comments made by the Tugendhat family reveal the ways in which the space on the
garden-level floor was used, and in particular, the retractable windows. Due to the warmth
created by the south-facing glass wall of plate-glass, even in winter the family would sit with one
87 Tegethoff, “The Tugendhat ‘Villa’," 70. The fact that this commentary is located in the section of
Tegethoff’s essay titled “The Aims of the Architect: Mies van der Rohe and the Aesthetics of
Transparency” is particularly enlightening, pointing as it does to the fact that, despite the elevation of
transparency to the realm of the aesthetic, aspects of transparency can be highly problematic and
uncanny, as Rosemarie Bletter has argued. See Bletter, “Mies and Dark Transparency.”
88 Photographs of the Tugendhat children enjoying the freedom of play uninhibited by clothing both inside
and outside the house are included in Hammer-Tugendhat’s “Living in the Tugendhat House,” 32, 33, 36.

According to Hilde Heynen, Mies’s “transparent glass buildings do away with the privacy and intimacy
long associated with domesticity.” Heynen, “’Leaving Traces’,” 119.
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119

or both of the two retractable panes fully open, as if outdoors. 90 Fritz Tugendhat wrote that, for
example, “On clear and frosty days one can lower its windows, sit in the sun, and enjoy the view
of a snow-covered landscape, like in Davos.” 91 This “opening up” of the house should not be
understood exclusively in terms of Mies’s desire to “explode the box” of traditional architecture
to transcend spatial boundaries and let nature in; rather, it also indicates the desire for fresh air
and sunshine, which was an understood component of the healthy Weimar-era lifestyle.
Contemporary photographs of the Tugendhat House showing a red chaise lounge placed in
front of the windows also suggest that the house design was intended to encourage sunbathing
[FIG. 2.15]. 92
The health-giving properties of fresh air and sunshine were also provided by the house’s
roof terraces [FIG. 2.25; FIG. 2.26; FIG. 2.27] which, in addition to providing a place for
recreation and fitness, reflect the concern with deadly illnesses like influenza and tuberculosis,
the scourge of European urban centers. 93 Fritz Tugendhat’s comment that the family enjoyed an
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92 On the key role of sunshine as an aspect of a healthy lifestyle as manifested in modern architecture,
see, for example, Ken Worpole, Here Comes the Sun: Architecture and Public Space in TwentiethCentury European Culture (London: Reaktion, 2000).

Particularly devastating were the Spanish Influenza pandemic, which in 1919 killed an estimated 50
million people globally, nearly three times more deaths than were caused by World War I, and smallpox,
which killed an estimated 300–500 million people in the twentieth century alone. “Viewpoint: The Deadly
Disease that Killed More People than WW1,” BBC News Magazine, October 13, 2014,
https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-29541235, and D. A. Henderson, Encyclopedia of Microbiology
(Fourth Edition), 2014, quoted in “Historical Smallpox,” Science Direct,
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/immunology-and-microbiology/smallpox, accessed September 19,
2019. Particularly in the impoverished and overcrowded inner cities of post-World War I Germany,
tuberculosis, dysentery, and typhus were rampant; in 1918, 143,000 German deaths from tuberculosis
were recorded. See M. Michael Thaler, “Medicine and the Rise and Fall of the Weimar Republic: Health
Care, Professional Politics, and Social Reform,” German Politics and Society 14, no. 1 (Spring 1996): 74–
79, www.jstor.org/stable/23736408. See also Christian Pross and Gotz Aly, eds., Ärztliche Standespolitik
zwischen Liberalismus und Nationalsozialismus: Der Wert des Menschen: Medizin in Deutschland, 1918–
1945 (Berlin: Edition Hentrich, 1989).
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On Davos as a center for tuberculosis treatment, the pioneering work of German physician Alexander
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environment “like in Davos” while lounging in their living room is telling, since Davos,
Switzerland was renowned (in addition to being a popular recreation destination for winter
sports) as a spa center for tuberculosis treatment. So wide was the reach of tuberculosis’s
effects that it permeated German literary culture of the 1920s; it was at the center of German
author Thomas Mann’s 1924 celebrated novel Der Zauberberg (The Magic Mountain), inspired
by the time that the author spent in Davos with his wife, Katia Mann, who a patient in Davos. 94
Mies had experience with roof terraces and balconies, which were, as a key component of
modern architecture made possible by the flat roof, extensively used by the architects
participating in the 1927 Weisssenhofsiedlung model housing project.
As a place for sunbathing as well as a playground, complete with a water hose, small
swimming pool, and sand box shaded by a pergola covered in polygonum, the Tugendhat
House’s large roof terrace illustrates the intersection of modern architecture with the natural,
healthy, fit outdoor lifestyle and the realm of childhood [2.28; FIG. 2.29]. 95 The roof terrace
suggests a liminal realm between inside and outside, appropriate for raucous, free child’s play
and echoing the child’s status as an innocent, “half-civilized” member of society. This point is
important to the current discussion because of the ways in which this “outdoor room” relates to
notions of the natural, the free, and the “primitive,” in the context of contemporary Weimar
notions about the body. 96

klosters/portrait-image/storytelling/alexander-spengler-the-healing-climate/; accessed January 7, 2020.
See also Birta vom Bruck, “Davos/Schweiz: Alexander Spengler – Pionier der Klimatherapie,” Deutsches
Ärzteblatt 101, no. 6 (2004), https://www.aerzteblatt.de/archiv/40397.
Thomas Mann, Der Zauberberg (Berlin: S. Fischer, 1924). On the theme of tuberculosis and its
relationship to the architecture of the Neues Bauen, see Kirsch, who cites the alarming statistics and
discusses Mann’s novel. Kirsch, The Weissenhofsiedlung, 176–82.
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The polygonum shaded the terrace and protected the children playing in the sandbox and splashing in
the pool. Tugendhat, “On the Construction of the Tugendhat House,” 8.
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96 These themes regularly appeared in the German visual arts of the avant-garde in the early twentieth
century, particularly in the work of the German Expressionists. The focus on outdoor living was closely
allied with anti-urban tendencies, an obvious manifestation of this phenomenon was the founding of rural
artists’ colonies like Worpswede, formed in 1889 northeast of Bremen, and Hellerau, already mentioned,
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However, such in-between spaces--transitions between interior and exterior--also
functioned in ways consistent with other hierarchical aspects of Mies’s architectural
compositions and were not immune to aspects of spatial control. According to Tegethoff, these
spaces can be understood as situating the children (overseen by the nanny) in a deliberately
distant zone from the heart of the house, the “gentleman’s study,” as the library area of the
garden-level floor is referred to in Mies’s original plans. 97 As Grete Tugendhat writes, “As long
as they were small, we lived with the children entirely on the large terrace.” 98 However, the “we”
in this case must be understood in light of the fact that Fritz spent his working days at the textile
mill, as well as the fact that having a nanny enabled Grete free time to pursue philosophy,
languages, and other intellectual pursuits. While all accounts verify the existence of a loving and
happy family, they also confirm the traditional haute-bourgeois separation of adult and children’s
realms. 99
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founded in 1909. The theme of healthy outdoor living, nudism, and sunbathing and its impact on the
architecture of the Neues Bauen, particularly in the design of roof terraces with fabric curtain/walls at the
Weissenhofsiedlung, will be explored further in chapter 4. Another aspect of this movement was nudism,
a decidedly anti-bourgeois activity connected to radical notions of “free love,” displays of overt sexuality,
and other anti-establishment practices, as famously practiced by the German Expressionist artists of die
Brücke and often depicted in their artwork. This notion of the child as natural and uncivilized was a trope
apparent in German Expressionist’s artists’ fascination with childhood as innocent, “primitive,” and even
sexualized.
There is a wealth of scholarship on German Expressionism and Die Brücke; see, for example, Shulamith
Behr, Expressionism (Cambridge, UK and New York: Cambridge University, 1999); Rosemarie Haag
Bletter, “Expressionism and the New Objectivity,” Art Journal, vol. 43, no. 2, Summer 1983, 108-120; and
Rose Carol Washton Long, German Expressionism: Documents from the End of the Wilhelmine Empire to
the Rise of National Socialism (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993.
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Tegethoff, “The Tugendhat ‘Villa’,” 114.
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Tugendhat, “On the Construction of the Tugendhat House,” 21.

99 For example, the Tugendhat children took their supper upstairs with their live-in nanny/nurse, Irene
Kalkofen, while their parents inhabited the more formal space downstairs. Hammer-Tugendhat, “Living in
the Tugendhat House,” 46.
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The challenges posed by the Tugendhat House’s resolutely modern sense of openness were
articulated by the Tugendhats themselves. In a revealing comment that may express some
conflicted feelings concerning the usefulness of the downstairs space in relation to the upstairs
level, with its more enclosed bedrooms, Grete writes:
At present we find when visitors come and we have larger gatherings that it is
quite possible to separate the single groups sufficiently so that mutual
disturbance is kept to a tolerable limit. However, we think we will use the upper
rooms, which from the outset were not designed as mere bedrooms, partly as
living rooms later on. 100
Shedding further light on some of these issues in her 1934 essay “Was gibt Ihnen der
Architekt?” (What Does the Architect Offer You?), Grete defended her house and explained the
wide-ranging critical responses to its radical design in relation to her interest in psychoanalytic
theory: “I would like to point out briefly that according to psychoanalysts, the predilection of
people for small and closed rooms or for spaces opening out as much as possible toward the
natural environment go back to experiences at the time of their birth or immediately
afterwards.” 101 Inevitably, the defense centered on the open plan and the particular partitioning
of space it required. Grete’s statement is revealing, not only as an example of her own
insistence upon a scientifically based, and thus rational, explanation for her own “predilection”
for spaces opening out to nature but also in its self-analyzing position that such a “predilection”
was ultimately out of her control (and thus defending the house’s particular spatial constellation
as not being, as some implied, the result of the architect’s bullying).
Along with Grete’s statements, Fritz’s published response to the Die Form debate also
shows the ways in which spatial boundaries and their ramifications were at the heart of what
was at stake in the discussion. His statements articulate a sense of alternating desires for
retreat and escape and the tension between interior and exterior realms:
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Tugendhat, “The Inhabitants of the Tugendhat House Give Their Opinion,” 77.

Grete Tugendhat, “The Architect and the Client,” in Hammer-Tugendhat and Tegethoff, Ludwig Mies
van der Rohe, 38.

101

123

The different parts of the main room can be divided sufficiently into ‘closed
rooms’ by heavy curtains. Likewise it is possible―at least in the library―to shut
oneself off from the external environment if one should feel the need to do so;
however, when concentrating I personally prefer the wide horizon to the cramped
feeling conveyed by nearby walls. 102
Mies’s engagement with the spatial and psychological potential of such liminal spaces is
illustrated in the configuration of the deliberately uncomfortable reception area at the house’s
entrance that, as analyzed by Tegethoff, seems to suggest, in a slightly ironic tone, a mild
aggressiveness. According to Tegethoff, Mies’s silently elegant foyer [FIG. 2.4] was designed
for the containment and control:
With its consciously impersonal character, the entrance hall, too, was designed
to accommodate the social customs of the time, taken over in the nineteenth
century from the aristocratic society of the ancient régime by the aspiring middle
class. At specific times of the day, it was altogether customary to pay
unannounced visits. Thus, for example, attorneys and doctors who had recently
settled in the city, business people passing through in search for new contacts, or
recently moved-in neighbors would introduce themselves to the “better” families
in the neighborhood. The visitor would be received by the maid, who had direct
access to the entrance hall from the pantry. He would, as was proper, briefly
explain the purpose of his visit, present his calling card in order then, according
to the availability and mood of the master or the lady of the house to be invited in
or be put off for another time, which was the equivalent of a blunt refusal. The
“need to be invited in” explains the intermediary position of the entrance hall,
which as a closed space is part of the interior, yet in its formal arrangement is
characterized as a transitional zone. . . . The ceremony took time--depending on
where the lady or gentleman of the house happened to be at the time or whether
it seemed appropriate “to keep the visitor waiting for a while.” For this reason
alone, two armchairs were placed in front of the vestibule’s rosewood wall (for
who of the house’s permanent inhabitants would have thought of sitting here?).
Fritz Tugendhat, “Is the Tugendhat House Habitable?,” Die Form. Zeitschrift für gestaltende Arbeit 11
(November 15, 1931): 437-438; cited in Hammer-Tugendhat and Tegethoff, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe,
36. The sense of the bourgeois domestic interior as constituting a negotiation between interior and
exterior forces can be related to the situation of the Tugendhat family within the context of Weimar society
in Brno. As Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat has written, her parents were a part of a minority of secular Jews
within a larger minority of culturally German inhabitants in Brno (in what is now Czechoslovakia). She
recounts that while the Tugendhats were a wealthy family involved in the local textile industry, they
tended to socialize almost exclusively with other Jews of their socioeconomic status. Hammer-Tugendhat,
“Living in the Tugendhat House,” 21–22. Tegethoff explains: “Jews and non-Jews generally did not mix,
as in almost all European countries. The centuries-old anti-Semitism sat deeply rooted in the mind, its
effects felt even in those circles that, on a business level, prided themselves on being liberal and openminded.” Tegethoff, “The Tugendhat ‘Villa’,” 46. The Tugendhats were not immune to the forces of
Germany’s racist policies during the Third Reich, and ultimately were forced to abandon the house,
although as a wealthy family with extensive business and social connections, the immediate family
members were fortunate in managing to escape Germany.
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The odd new magazine on the accompanying small side table may have served
to make waiting more agreeable. 103
This deliberate manipulation of space for the purpose of creating a specific response in
the unannounced visitor, forced to wait in the formal entrance vestibule before being granted the
opportunity to meet with the head of the household, is reminiscent of the performance of
salutatio in ancient Rome. During this class-based ritual, the paterfamilias received his clients in
the atrium of his domus after they had entered through the entrance and vestibulum,
experiencing a series of carefully choreographed spatial and optical moments intended to
impress and underscore the authority and wealth of the patron during their visit to pay homage,
present gifts, receive assignments, and so on. 104 This notion of the inherent power in the control
of the view or gaze is particularly applicable in terms of Mies’s careful consideration of privacy
issues in the design of the Tugendhat House, especially as they related to issues of class
hierarchy and the family’s specific functional requirements.
Underlying Grete Tugendhat’s arguments in support of the successful functioning of
Mies’s and Reich’s partition walls is an underlying concern regarding boundaries. In his
published rebuttal in Die Form, Fritz Tugendhat responded in particular to the concerns over the
open plan raised by Justus Bier, who suggested that, due to the lack of traditional walls, cooking
smells would circulate unpleasantly throughout the living space. Fritz assured the readers: “We
have never noticed the smell of food emanating from the semicircular dining area.” This
recollection was followed, however, by an admittance that, on occasion, there were faults in the
functioning of the partition/walls—leaks in the membrane, as it were: “If the room needs airing
this is done by lowering the glass wall for a few seconds.” 105
Tegethoff, “The Tugendhat ‘Villa’,” 78-79. See also Mertins, Mies, 169. For a discussion of theoretical
analyses of the threshold, see Winton, "Inhabited Space,” 41–44.
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Shelley Hales, The Roman House and Social Identity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003),
2–5, 18–19. Mies’s debt to classicism and specifically ancient Rome, as filtered through the work of Karl
Friedrich Schinkel and inherited via Bruno Paul, will be further discussed in the following chapter.
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Fritz Tugendhat, quoted in “The Inhabitants of the Tugendhat House Give Their Opinions,” 37.
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Grete, too, admitted that the family had been skeptical regarding the openness of the
dining room and the functional efficacy of the Macassar-clad semicircular screen and its soft
accompaniment, the movable curtain/wall, but assured the readers that no disruptive sounds
had been allowed to escape into the rest of the house. 106 This statement reflects the desire to
hide the effects of the hired staff’s necessary duties in service of the necessary rituals of family
life (serving and clearing meals), and illustrates the uneasy intersection of design, class, and
domesticity that constitutes a resolutely modern aspect of the house. This fear of unpleasant
odors must also be contextualized within contemporary discourse on health and hygiene and
the fear of communicable diseases, already discussed; what may seem to be a rather
superficial worry over nasty smells is thus connected, if unconsciously, with the dread of more
dangerous airborne entities such as influenza and tuberculosis.
The preoccupation with boundaries and privacy collided with notions of openness and
freedom made possible by the open plan that was at the center of the domestic architecture of
the Neues Bauen, and this clash is evident in the interior of the Tugendhat House. In
acknowledging the key role the curtain partitions played in Mies’s and Reich’s Tugendhat layout,
Barry Bergdoll describes the innovative retractable glass panes as acting in concert with the
hanging fabric walls to create, “paradoxically by absence,” a completely new mode of spatial
definition. 107 Seen from a modernist point of view, the window mechanism effectively makes the
house a Corbusian “machine for living in.” 108 It enables the inhabitant to transform the
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Grete Tugendhat, quoted in “The Inhabitants of the Tugendhat House Give Their Opinions,” 35.
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Bergdoll, “The Nature of Mies’s Space,” 96. See also Schuldenfrei, Luxury and Modernism, 219.

Stemming mainly from Le Corbusier’s theorizations in his widely-influential 1923 polemic Vers une
Architecture, already mentioned, in which images mechanized forms like the automobile are juxtaposed
with images of classical forms like the Parthenon, suggesting a new, modern ideal based for the
industrialized present, the “machine aesthetic” became a major theme of the Neues Bauen. Le
Corbusier’s proclamation that a house be a “machine for living” became a rallying cry for a technocentric
approach to design. The notion that the machine could be an appropriate model for artistic production as
proposed by the European avant-garde was interpreted for the American public by Philip Johnson at The
Museum of Modern Art in the 1934 Machine Art exhibition, in which Johnson displayed a combination of
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architectural curtain wall into a kind of “prosthetic device,” controlling both climate and gaze,
with which to blast open the dusty bourgeois interior and bring the fresh outside air in. 109 Like a
proscenium curtain that disappears to reveal a literal “window on nature,” the mechanism
offered the combined spectacles of the natural and the mechanical.
Seen another way, however, Mies interrupts the defined enclosure of the house’s interior
by allowing the wall to slip away, thus “defacing” the building’s garden façade, disrupting its
integrity, and exploding the boundaries between interior and exterior space in an uncanny way.
This interruption not only constitutes a form of freedom and release (similar to that achieved by
the open or free plan) but also causes a void or lack in the interior—the protective enclosure of
the domestic realm is ruptured by the mechanical curtain and the potentially volatile,
uncontrollable outside world is allowed to seep in. In this context, Bergdoll’s statement points to
the uncanny aspects of the interior, implicating the curtain partitions; he continues: “Fabric,
nature, and reflections also provide changing boundaries in a space that is alive to the rhythms
of the body and of nature.” 110 Bergdoll situates Mies’s approach in relation to the development
of psychologies of space in Germany 111 that had so profoundly infiltrated the discourse on
architecture and interior design in the first decades of the twentieth century, as evident in critical

art and design objects exhibiting a “machine aesthetic” as well as actual parts of and complete machines.
While Mies acknowledged Corbu’s genius, inviting him to exhibit not one but two buildings at the German
Werkbund model housing exhibition Die Wohnung (the dwelling) at the Weissenhofsiedlung, designed in
collaboration with his cousin Pierre Jeanneret, Mies’s architecture, however, took a deliberately different
path; rather than the goal of a house as a “machine for living,” he famously pursued an “architecture of
the spirit.” See Philip Johnson, Machine Art (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1934).
The notion of architectural forms and interior furnishings as prosthetic devices is explored by George
Wagner, “The Lair of the Bachelor,” in Architecture and Feminism, ed. Debra Coleman, Elizabeth Danze,
and Carol Henderson (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1996), 199.
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Bergdoll, “The Nature of Mies’s Space,” 89, 96. Schuldenfrei also considers the theme of the void in
the Tugendhat interior, but frames it less in terms of its uncanny, destabilizing potential but rather in
relation to her overarching thesis: that the subjective experiences encouraged by Mies and Reich’s
choices of materials and their functioning as potent, if modern, carriers of luxury served to underscore the
house’s meaning as a reassuring symbol of class status. Schuldenfrei, Luxury and Modernism, 219–22.
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Bergdoll, “The Nature of Mies’s Space,” 92–93.
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responses to the interiors of Mies’s teacher, Bruno Paul, whose work will be discussed in
chapter three.

The Domestic Interior as Phantasmagoria
These compelling effects in the Tugendhat House, achieved by the combination of
luxurious fabrics and opulent patterns of the exotic woods, in conjunction with reflective chrome
columns, fluctuating levels of lighting, and the changeable nature of space, created a completely
new domestic interior, offering a visually engaging and sensuously tactile experience rich in
atmospheric phenomena and associative possibilities, as both period and contemporary photos
attest, and as described by family members. 112 These effects suggest that the functional goal of
the interior design--a goal that was successfully achieved--was not simply to provide a habitable
domestic interior but rather to create a series of artistic effects that resulted in a sort of
phantasmagoria, a concept theorized by Walter Benjamin defined by fleeting, fragmented,
distracting, and even disorienting perceptual phenomena. 113 Such effects, however, could seem
destabilizing and disruptive, challenging the sense of rationality, stability, and sense of control
normally sought after in the design of a home and conjuring up a surreal sense of the
uncanny. 114 Benjamin’s theorization of the modern, particularly urban experience, which

See, for example, Hammer-Tugendhat, “Living in the Tugendhat House,” 18. Emphasizing individual
subjectivity, various scholars have pointed out the richly associative and even uncanny effects of the
interiors of the Tugenhat House as well as the Barcelona Pavilion; see for example Bergdoll, “The Nature
of Mies’s Space,” 92–93, 96–97; Bletter, “Mies and Dark Transparency,” 353–54; Mertins, “Architectures
of Becoming,” 116–19; Mertins, Mies, 179–80, 146–55; Schuldenfrei, Luxury and Modernism, 207–15;
and Tegethoff, “From Obscurity to Maturity,” 30.
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For a discussion of the potential of applying phenomenology to the study of the interior, see, for example,
Christine Cantwell, “Phenomenology and the Senses in Interiors,” in Brooker and Weinthal, The
Handbook of Interior Architecture and Design, 544–58.
On Benjamin’s theorization of modern architecture, see, for example, Andrew Benjamin and Charles
Rice, eds., Walter Benjamin and the Architecture of Modernity (Melbourne: re.press, 2009).
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In an article published in 2009 after the defense of this dissertation, Irene Nierhaus identifies and
analyzes the uncanny qualities of Mies and Reich’s interiors but does not include a study of the roomdividing partitions. Irene Nierhaus, “The Modern Interior as Geography of Images, Spaces, and Subjects:
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includes the interpenetration of interior and exterior space with the resultant sense of interiority
permeated with tendencies of fragmentation, dynamism, chance experience, and fantasy typical
of the metropolis, is pertinent to this discussion. Benjamin’s phantasmagoria, as neatly
synopsized by scholar Christina Britzolakis, was characterized by the permeation of the interior
by the dynamic realities of the modern city; profoundly influenced by Freud, Benjamin theorized
the notion of interiority as characterizing the condition of the modern subject. According to
Britzolakis:
It is often said that the machine-based rhythms of metropolitan life produce a
new aesthetic corresponding to a transformed perception of the urban
environment as 'phantasmagorie.' In modernist texts, the metropolis becomes a
theatre for the operations of dream, fantasy, and memory. The notion of the
'phantasmagoria' implies a certain phenomenology of the city, among whose
themes are the interpenetration between interior and exterior space, the impact
of the urban crowd upon the individual psyche and the transformation of patterns
of experience, including aesthetic experience, by technology. A distinctively
modern temporal sensibility is characterized by a fragmentation of memory and
of subjectivity which assumes a certain spectralization of subject–object
relationships. 115
Although the Tugendhat House is located in an upscale residential neighborhood of a mediumsized city, Brno, and not the urban Berlin of Benjamin’s world, Mies and Reich bring these same
tendencies to the table. Their approach is inflected with phantasmagoric qualities, which
constitute another aspect of the modern domestic interior, one that tends to be overlooked in the
modern canon because of the ways in which it exists counter to a rationalist understanding of
domestic architecture during “high” modernism. 116

Mies van der Rohe’s and Lilly Reich’s Villa Tugendhat, 1928–1931,” in Sparke, Massey, Keeble, and
Martin, Designing the Modern Interior, 119–29.
Christina Britzolakis, “Phantasmagoria: Walter Benjamin and the Poetics of Urban Modernism,” in
Ghosts: Deconstruction, Psychoanalysis, History, ed. Peter Buse and Andrew Stott (London: Macmillan,
1999), 72–91. See also Winton, "Inhabited Space,” 42.
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Siegfried Kracauer acknowledged the destabilizing aspects of glass architecture, and critiques Mies
and Reich’s Glass Room project exhibited at the 1927 Die Wohnung exposition in Stuttgart. He describes
the ways in which the glass surfaces conjured up a rich but ultimately uncanny series of visual and
psychological effects, ghostly and, for Kracauer, ultimately undomestic. Kracauer articulated his longing
for a return to “natural” more humanist level of ornament. Siegfried Kracauer, “Das neue Bauen. Zum
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In the decades since the 1931 controversy, the complex and paradoxical nature of the
Tugenhat House’s design continues to provoke lively interpretations, and various contemporary
scholars have articulated a sense of strangeness in relation to the Tugendhat House interior,
emphasizing the peculiarly contradictory nature (and uncanny, modern effects) of its design. In
“Mies and Dark Transparency,” Rosemarie Bletter, for example, has noted that Mies’s glass
architecture “incorporates the anti-rationalist features of Expressionism while suppressing them
under the guise of the rational.” 117 Bletter connects Mies to earlier visionary architects and
theorists of German Expressionism such as Bruno Taut and Paul Scheerbart, who theorized the
transformative potential of glass; Mies’s glass architecture (including the Tugendhat House),
according to Bletter, “hides strange conceptual spaces and irrational passages.” 118
Detlef Mertin’s musings about the Tugendhat House’s perceptual effects include the
declaration that over time the fluid relationship between interior and exterior, house and nature,
self and Other became “blurred or inverted, producing a potentially unnerving effect.” According
to Mertins, “The house dissolves the distinction not only between inside and out but also
between subject and object, psyche and body." Such a dissolution of self, it could be argued, is
not without destabilizing and anti-domestic ramifications. Mertins, however, seems to want to
have his cake and eat it, too; while identifying such uncanny aspects of the design, he also
describes the interior as a “calm, clear, and crisp setting,” and argues that the space was not

Stuttgarter Werkbund-Ausstellung: ‘Die Wohnung’,” Frankfurter Zeitung, July 31, 1927, cited in Ward,
Weimar Surfaces, 71–72.
Bletter, “Mies and Dark Transparency,” 356. See also Detlef Mertins, “The Enticing and Threatening
Face of Prehistory: Walter Benjamin and the Utopia of Glass,” Assemblage 29 (April 1996): 6–23.
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Bletter, “Mies and Dark Transparency,” 350. See also Scheerbart, Glasarchitektur (1914; repr.,
Munich: Rogner and Bernhard, 1971); Bletter, “The Interpretation of the Glass Dream: Expressionist
Architecture and the History of the Crystal Metaphor,” in Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians
40 (March 1981): 20–43; Bletter, “Paul Scheerbart and Expressionist Architecture,” Via 8 (1986): 126–35;
Bletter, “Paul Scheerbart’s Architectural Fantasies,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 34
(May 1975): 83–97; Bletter, “Paul Scheerbarts Architekturphantasien,” in Bruno Taut, 1880–1938, ed.
Achim Wendschuh (Berlin: Akademie der Künste, 1980), 86–94; and Bletter, “Bruno Taut and Paul
Scheerbart: Some Aspects of German Expressionist Architecture” (PhD diss., Columbia University, 1973).
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imbued with spiritual pathos, as critics had suggested, but of tranquility and repose, which the
inhabitants experienced as soothing, enriching and ennobling--a space that enabled them to
bring life into sharper relief.” Paraphrasing Grete Tugendhat, Mertins declares: “It did not stage
revelation or encounters with the Other.” Mertins makes a claim for the house’s peaceful
atmosphere, which, he argues, was not tinged by external forces: “Removed from the bustle of
modern life, the house promotes inner calm, peace and contemplation, coming into alignment
with the rhythms, pleasures and cycles of nature, within which it is both different and the same,
in dialogue and in harmony.” 119 Mertins’s analysis points to the perplexing aspects and
complexities of meaning in Mies and Reich’s multifaceted design and the challenges of
ascribing a unified set of attributes to modern architecture and interior design. 120
Germane to this discussion of the destabilizing aspects of Mies and Reich’s interiors are
analyses of the Tugendhat House interior that focuses on viewer subjectivity and the uncanny
aspects, what Irene Nierhaus has called its “eventlike quality.” 121 Focusing on the visual, surface
aspects of Mies and Reich’s rich materials, Irene Nierhaus pinpoints the experience as “a
synthesis of image and space which works to set the inhabitant in motion and—through various
movements of the gaze and images; through looking close and then further away; through the
macroscopic zoom and the miniature-rendering panorama, the fragmented and the entire view,
as a framing to enclose tableaus or an unframing of units—to create visual complexity. All of this
works to evoke various positions of the gaze and movements of the spectator; thus framing
becomes a fixating localization in space.” 122 Nierhaus points to the relationship of the interior to
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Mertins, Mies, 180.

Due to his untimely death, Mertins’s book was finished and published posthumously. See Mertins,
Mies, 543.
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Nierhaus, The Modern Interior as a Geography of Images, Spaces, and Subjects,” 111.

Nierhaus, “The Modern Interior as a Geography of Images, Spaces, and Subjects,“ 111. See also
Bergdoll, “The Nature of Mies’s Space,” 93; and Wolf Tegethoff, “Zur Entwicklung der Raumauffassung im
Werk Mies van der Rohes,” Daidalos 13 (September 1984): 114–29; Tegethoff, “Landschaft also
Prospekt—oder die Ästhetische Aneignung des Außenraums bei Schinkel,” in Kunstsplitter: Beiträge zur
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contemporary movements in painting, photography and film, with “cropped views, close-ups and
long shots, [and] the appearance and disappearance of the inhabitants.” 123 Describing the
ordering of the Tugendhat House interior through the use of images or screens in which, she
argues, the inhabitants are active bodies “entangled and wrapped”, 124 Nierhaus relies on screen
theory, a Marxist-based film theory, and does not consider the curtain partitions at all, short of a
brief mention of the “fibres of the fabrics” as a manifestation of nature entering the house. 125
Richard Padovan, too, argues that Mies’s work, rather than following modern
architecture’s presumed pattern of unity and consistency “is in fact full of conflict and barely
resolved contradiction.” 126 According to Padovan, Mies’s interiors are not simply a place to live
but to “meditate”: ”For Mies there is no such contradiction between habitation and meditation:
they are one and the same. The act of habitation is itself an act of meditation.” 127 The “ideal”
inhabitant in this interior is, ostensibly, the modern, enlightened, dynamic subject, intellectually
rigorous, highly sensitized to the rarefied aesthetic environment, and metaphysically connected
to the larger outside universe (like the Tugendhats). The Tugendhat House commission was
ultimately intended to reconcile this quest for a spiritually transcendent realm with the quotidian
realities of domestic family life. To what extent the Tugendhat children, or the servants for that
nordeuropäischen Kunstgeschichte: Festschrift für J. Müller zum 70. Geburtstag überreicht von Kollegen
und Schülern (Husum: Husum Druck- und Verlagsgesellschaft, 1984), 120–29; and Tegethoff, “The
Tugendhat ‘Villa’: A Modern Residence in Turbulent Times,” 120, 125-126.
Nierhaus, “The Modern Interior as a Geography of Images, Spaces, and Subjects,“ 116. Robin
Schuldenfrei, on the other hand, focuses on the physical materiality of Mies’s and Reich’s opulent
materials.
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Nierhaus, “The Modern Interior as a Geography of Images, Spaces, and Subjects,” 116.

Nierhaus, “The Modern Interior as a Geography of Images, Spaces, and Subjects,” 110. On screen
theory, see, for example, Stephen Heath, Questions of Cinema (Bloomington: Indiana University, 1981;
Colin MacCabe, Theoretical Essays: Film, Linguistics, Literature (Manchester: Manchester University
Press, 1985); Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” Screen 16, no. 3 (Autumn 1975): 6–18; and Mulvey, Visual and Other Pleasures (Houndmills: Macmillan, 1989).
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Richard Padovan, Towards Universality: Le Corbusier, Mies and De Stijl (London: Routledge, 2002),
149.
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Padovan, Towards Universality, 173.
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matter, were able to meditate on their domicile as a house of the spirit is an unanswered
question.
Following this line of discussion, the curtain partition can be seen as constituting a form
of “spatial estrangement” that, as analyzed by Vidler, is an aspect of the architectural
uncanny. 128 On the topic of Freud in relation to the domestic interior and to the theme of
interiority, it is notable that the enclosures created by Mies and Reich’s fabric partitions are
reminiscent of the space surrounding Freud’s illustrious consulting room couch, a space
described by Diana Fuss and Joel Sanders as “…a protected enclave, a room within a room, a
private interior space.” 129 Freud created this womb-like effect by installing an accumulation of
soft textiles that enveloped the patient, including a heavy Persian carpet hung from the wall like
a tent interior, which connected to another rug draped over the couch. Intended to conjure up
the feeling of a plush domestic interior, it also reflects the contemporary fascination for the
exotic and “Oriental” in Freud’s era, as Fuss and Sanders point out. In fact, this fascination for
the exotic, including the use of “oriental” rugs, continued into the modern interiors of Mies and
Reich, a topic which will be explored in chapter 5. In a further connection to the theme of fabrics,
Freud’s father had been a wool merchant whose professional dealings included Eastern
textiles. 130
If, according to Freud, “[t]he uncanny [is] something which ought to have remained
hidden but has come to light”, 131 is this unveiling, in the drama of pulling open the curtain/wall to
expose the formerly unseen image, as it “opens up space” to offer a surprise, tinged with,
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Vidler, The Architectural Uncanny, 11.

Diana Fuss and Joel Sanders, “Berggasse 19: Inside Freud’s Office,” in Stud: Architectures of
Masculinity, ed. Joel Sanders (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1996), 124.
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Fuss and Sanders, “Berggasse 19,” 128.
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Freud, quoted in Vidler, The Architectural Uncanny, 14.
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perhaps, a tinge of dread, for exposing what may lie behind the curtain? 132 The effects of the
dramatic sweep of an entire wall being swept away are decidedly different than simply opening
a traditional door to enter a room, particularly in light of the fact that a fabric wall is unstable,
constantly in flux, and requiring frequent adjustment. Indeed, this repetitive aspect itself contains
a component of the uncanny that Freud linked to the “compulsion to repeat.” 133 This uncannyness is connected to the fact that the curtain/walls consist of fabric; they are in fact closer to the
cladding that clothing provides to our bodies than architectural forms in the strictest sense. In
this way, the revealing nature of fabric holds within it drama, excitement and even a touch of the
tease, along with a sense of unease and potential dread that lies in exposure – whether visual,
bodily, or spatial. Anne Troutman’s Freudian exploration of the erotics of space is relevant here:
The inherent ambiguities and dynamics of architecture’s double nature as both
physical object and spatial condition, discursive discipline and immersive
experience could be read as an evocation of the dynamics of erotic design.
…Could the modernist embrace of space be seen as an architectural
recuperation of the principle of eros, expressed through the indirect play of
virtual—visual and spatial—relations? Space, as a virtual condition and the
matrix of architecture, not surprisingly, lends itself easily to theories of desire and
potentiality. 134

Pertinent as well, and also drawing on Freud from a feminist perspective, Paulette
Singley’s trailblazing essay “Living in a Glass Prism: The Female Figure in Ludwig Mies van der
Rohe’s Domestic Architecture,” while primarily engaged with Mies’s Farnsworth House (Plano,
Illinois, 1945-51), and thus not part of his Weimar oeuvre and not focused on the curtain/wall
per se, is also of importance to this discussion. Singley analyzes Mies’s glass houses through
Charles Rice analyzes Adolf Loos’s domestic interiors through the lens of gender and photography’s
“veil”; see Rice, “Photograph’s Veil: Reading Gender and Loos’ Interiors,” in Heynen and Baydar,
Negotiating Domesticity, 281–95.
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Vidler, The Architectural Uncanny, 13.

Anne Troutman, “The Modernist Boudoir and the Erotics of Space,” in Heynen and Baydar,
Negotiating Domesticity, 296–314.
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the lens of Riegl’s haptic/optic system of analysis, and focuses on his use of statues of the nude
female figure which represent, Singley argues, Mies’ problematic, gendered approach to the
domestic realm and “ambivalence in Mies’s treatment of sexuality and space” in which women
are conceived as “objects of fetishized contemplation.” 135 According to Singley, “The sensual,
tactile statues and partition walls provide feminine features in what would otherwise be a
masculine construction of space.” 136 Using the language of eroticism, Singley declares: “…Mies
slowly undressed his residences” and continues: “Mies’s notion of naked buildings that encase
the female nude constitutes a kind of architectural ‘strip-tease.’ His designs set in motion a
visual dynamic that bares the feminine architectural material: the glass is the last veil in a dance
that reveals only the most skeletal body.” 137
An acknowledgement of Mies’s uncanny has even made its way into architectural history
surveys; William Curtis, in his popular canonical survey text Modern Architecture 1900, points to
the rationality of the Tugendhat House as “a health-giving instrument,” referring to the
retractable wall that enabled fresh air and sunlight along with an awning that created shade
when desired. But in the same analysis, Curtis points out the uncanny effects of its interior: “The
veins of marble and views through shaded glass contributed to a bizarre sense of the real.” 138
Similarly, Wolf Tegethoff cautions that what the Tugendhat House came to show was
that the Modern Movement was fraught with conflict and contradiction. 139 Tegethoff’s thorough
analysis of the fundamentally anti-domestic aspects of Mies’s commissions, identifying
considerable ambivalence in Mies’s attitude toward the needs of clients with families, which
stems from Mies’s own personality, is worth quoting at length:
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Singley, “Living in a Glass Prism,” 49.
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Singley, “Living in a Glass Prism,” 62.
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Singley, “Living in a Glass Prism,” 64–65.
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Curtis, Modern Architecture Since 1900, 309.
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Tegethoff, “The Tugendhat ‘Villa’,” 82.
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It has been observed that Mies’s private commissions and projects were
conceived essentially for occupancy by a single client. [Tegethoff refers here to a
comment by Ludwig Glaeser]. Wherever a couple or even parents with children
had to be provided for, the prerogatives of family life did not affect the principal
portions of Mies’s house designs but were relegated instead to separate
quarters. With an extensive roof terrace serving as a playground (as, for
example, in the Tugendhat and Gericke houses) children were obviously
expected to keep to themselves and, under the care of a nurse, to stay away
from the major living area and possibly the more intimate parts of the garden,
too. . . . Children and adults thereby remain within their own spheres of life. With
little concern for the habits and ideals of the average client, Mies must have
envisioned a rather different type of man for his buildings; and the clue to that
notion is likely to be found in his own personality.
Significantly, the conception of the two early country houses coincided
with his decision to leave his family for good and to live by himself for the
remainder of his life. Nonetheless, although single by disposition, he was hardly
inclined to live a hermit’s existence. Thus, when planning a house for himself he
conceived it neither as a retreat nor as a family home, but rather as an
architectural demonstration of the very freedom and independence which he
thought he had gained. 140
Tegethoff proposes that Mies’s two unbuilt but extraordinarily influential country house projects,
the Concrete Country House (1923) and the Brick Country House for Potsdam-Neubabelsberg
(1924), both considered to be seminal in the architect’s development of the open plan, were
conceptual projects designed for the architect himself, thus reflecting in their level of formal
independence the architect’s sense of personal release from familial responsibility. 141
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Tegethoff, “From Obscurity to Maturity,” 56–57.

These two houses were part of a visionary group of five studies that also includes the Friedrichstrasse
Skyscraper Project (1921), the Glass Skyscraper Project (1922), and the Concrete Office Building Project
(1923). Although none was ever built, these five projects, constituted what Dietrich Neumann has called
“something of a manifesto,” solidified Mies’s position as a leader of the modern movement. Neumann,
“Brick Country House Project, Potsdam-Neubabelsbert, 1924,” 194.
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In contrast to Mies’s solution in the Tugendhat house layout, Adolf Rading’s interior for his model house
at the Weissenhofsiedlung specifically kept the children’s play area open so that they could be easily
heard in other areas of the house. Further, rather than sequestering the servants far from the view of the
family (and insuring, as Mies’s design did, that their potentially prying servant eyes could not penetrate
the private family spaces), Rading’s design required that the maid had to cross the living room to go from
her room to the exterior of the house, thus admitting the existence of service staff rather than attempting
to render them invisible. Pommer and Otto, Wiessenhof 1927 and the Modern Movement in Architecture,
98. If only a small step, at least Rading was willing to acknowledge contemporary class and gender
realities.
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The sense of freedom, dynamic movement, and independence communicated by Mies’s
(and Reich’s) domestic projects is related to the theme of the transient in Weimar culture, which,
as already noted, is identified as a central attribute of the modern condition. Walter Benjamin’s
analysis of modern urban architecture in the 1920s in terms of distraction (influenced by his
friend Siegfried Kracauer’s famous 1926 essay “Cult of Distraction”) is applicable here.
According to Kracauer: “It cannot be overlooked that there are four million people in Berlin. The
sheer necessity of their circulation transforms the life of the street into the ineluctable street of
life, giving rise to configurations that invade even domestic space.” 142 Benjamin posited a
modern, urban state characterized by tensions between the interior and the exterior, as
dissolved boundaries, transparency, and endless space transform the domestic realm into a
transitory space experienced by the modern nomad. This sense of nomadism, of wandering
through space and time for the sheer pleasure of movement and sensual discovery, rather than
moving from one discrete room to another through a traditional door frame with a specific spatial
goal in mind, is akin to the experience of the flâneur (the city wanderer) as Benjamin (analyzing
Charles Baudelaire) argued, a trope central to the theorization of the modern urban subject. 143
According to Benjamin, “the knell has sounded for the dwelling in its old sense, dwelling in
which security prevailed. Giedion, Mendelsohn, Le Corbusier have transformed the palace of
abode of men into the transitory space of all the imaginable forces and waves of air and light.
What is being prepared is found under the sign of transparency.” 144 Le Corbusier himself used
the term “nomad”: “We have become “nomads” living in houses which will be equipped with

Siegfried Kracauer, “Cult of Distraction” (1926), in The Mass Ornament: Weimar Essays, ed. and
trans. Thomas Y. Levin (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995), 325. See Janet Ward’s cogent
analysis of Kracauer’s “Cult of Distraction” in Weimar Surfaces, 163–90.
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This aspect of transience also finds form in Mies and Reich’s interior designs specifically in the
vestigial form of the fabric tent, a topic to be addressed further in relation to Karl Friedrich Schinkel in
chapter 3, and in relation to the trope of the “primitive” in chapter 5.
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Quoted cited in Vidler, Warped Space, 75.
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communal services; we will change our apartments according to the evolution of our families;
from time to time we will change our neighborhoods as well.” 145
This distinctly modern state results in the “substitution of the void for the home” as Anthony
Vidler, citing Benjamin, has argued. 146

Activating the Open Plan: The Curtain Partition/Wall and the Issue of Function
Clearly, the particular nature of Mies’s (and Reich’s) interiors have encouraged a rich
diversity of interpretations through a range of interpretive lenses; what these interpretations
share is a preoccupation with ideas about the nature of domesticity and how one lives in a
modern dwelling; these readings encourage further interrogation into the ways in which the
designs operate, physically and psychologically, and to what end. This ongoing interrogation,
stemming from the initial debate in Die Form, is permeated by the themes of function as well as
functionalism, the latter being central to the architecture of Neues Bauen, whose parameters
were rigorously debated in the 1920s. Although his work was often included within the
parameters of functionalism, Mies vehemently denied being a functionalist. However,
considering Rosemarie Haag Bletter’s exemplary discussion of the multiple meanings of
function, we might interrogate the ways in which Mies and Reich’s interior curtain walls
operate. 147 Further, the important question remains: Why, although fabric space partitions were
a common component in the modern interiors of the Neues Bauen, have they not appeared on a
list of standard architectural components, a kind of Corbusian “Five Points” for modern interior
architecture? Why are they not part of the canon?
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Quoted in Frampton, Le Corbusier, 67, 230n7.
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Vidler, Warped Space, 76.
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Bletter, “Introduction,” 1-83.
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Arguably, the fabric curtain partition is a paradoxical insertion into the modern domestic
interior that does not fit easily into the master narrative. Its existence is problematic in terms of
the general evolution away from the stuffy, restrictive, and historicist rooms of the nineteenthcentury interior toward the open, functional, minimal, and hygienic interior spaces of twentiethcentury modernism. It is thus not surprising that scholars focused on more “heroic” aspects of
modern architecture. 148 If, as modernist orthodoxy would have it, the “open plan” allowed for a
multiplicity of functions in the domestic interior, allowing the individual inhabitant a great deal of
agency in actually “designing” the space herself or himself, we might ask, what does the open
plan actually enable and what was really at stake in this new construction? What role does the
installation of hanging drapery partitions play in organizing the spaces of domesticity, and even
the enacting of domestic life itself? And what was at stake in this transformation of traditional
gemütlichkeit into a space that insists upon dynamic movement on the part of the inhabitant?
In terms of function, the hanging curtain in Mies and Reich’s domestic interiors operates
on a number of levels. The traditional role of fabric drapery is to act as a window covering,
screening out sunlight and drafts, and shielding the privacy of the interior, as well as adding
color, texture, and other visual interest; a second role is to serve as a space-dividing
apparatus. 149 Mies and Reich used the curtain as a partition wall as well as a decorative
element that adds drama and movement. They celebrate the fabric of the curtains, in terms of
their architectonic forms and their textile surfaces, using luxurious materials like raw silk and fine
148 A classic example of the heroization of Mies is Peter Blake’s The Master Builders: Le Corbusier, Mies
van der Rohe, Frank Lloyd Wright (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1960). Blake emphasizes Mies’s
“cleansing” (173), “purification” (183), and “honesty” (184), by now familiar tropes in the canon of
architectural modernism.

On the history of curtain design in Europe see, for example, Peter Thornton’s Authentic Décor: The
Domestic Interior, 1620–1920 (New York: Viking, 1984), Baroque and Rococo Silks (London: Faber,
1966); and Form and Decoration: Innovation in the Decorative Arts, 1470–1870 (London: Weidenfeld and
Nicholson, 1998). On the history of German curtain design, see Hans Güßbacher, Fenstervorhänge im
Stilwandel der Geschichte (Hamburg: Jahn and Ernst, 1996). For a discussion of the history of drapery in
the interior and its depiction in art along with its relationship to the history of clothing, see Anne Hollander,
“Drapery,” in Toward a New Interior: An Anthology of Interior Design Theory, ed. Lois Weinthal (New
York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2011), 91–101.
149
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velvet in rich, contrasting tones, emphasizing the curtains’ visual and tactile qualities as well as
their sensual nature. The costly materials communicate a sense of modern, if abstracted, luxury
and class status. 150 By injecting a strong aspect of the performative into these interiors, Mies
and Reich, in requiring if not demanding an active inhabitant, seem to deny a central element of
domestic life--the aspect of relaxed domesticity. Does it suggest the need of the inhabitant to
“take cover,” to hide from the realities of the modern world? Does this constitute a manifestation
of a crisis in the state of the modern subject in an increasingly complex and international world?
For “pulling the curtain” is ultimately a solitary act requiring just one person--an act that allows
the inhabitant to participate in the very creation of architectural space, in control of his or her
own environment. However, this insistent demand for dynamic movement also seems contrary
to the notion of domestic space as a place of contemplative interiority; the supposed success of
Mies’s “architecture of the spirit”―a kind of Zen-like place of contemplation―was a point
confirmed vehemently by the Tugendhats in their public statements in support of the house.
The curtain participates in a complex dialogue with both the architectural interior and the
performance of domesticity itself, in terms of the expected roles and functions of architectural
elements and interior furnishings and the activities that revolve around them. Much more than
simply a utilitarian device, the fabric curtain in Mies and Reich’s hands becomes a lush and
seductive device to transgress boundaries, bringing together a whole series of opposing
tendencies, including historicism and modernism, the classical and the baroque, the rational and
the irrational, the masculine and the feminine, and the optical and the haptic. In Mies and
Reich’s interiors, the curtain partition is a subtle device that encourages the enactment of new
rituals of movement in the modern domestic interior, rituals that encourage the imposition of
spatial hierarchies (where, ostensibly in modern architecture, none exist), promoting the
fetishization of enclosure and privacy even within the “free” and “universal” enclosure of the
domestic realm, thus creating a subtle sense of tension within the home.
150

See Schuldenfrei, Luxury and Modernism.
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This relentless opening and closing, then, far from enabling a “universal space”
philosophically elevated from the mundane exigencies of contemporary modern life, rather
insinuates itself into daily life and makes demands on the house’s inhabitants. What at first
seems to give agency in fact also engenders the opposite effect; one is, in a sense a prisoner
to, and within, the curtains. The hanging fabric partition exists, therefore it must eventually be
pulled, functioning to distract. The luxuriant material used for their designs offers a sensual
surface for the human hand; at the same time, like a piece of clothing, the draperies suggest the
need for visual concealment. It operates both to cloak and to reveal. It creates a demand for
individual engagement, seeming to encourage a one-on-one aesthetic event and sensual
performative ritual.
Visually and physically, the hanging curtain is eminently unstable. Seldom static, it
sways in the breeze, due to natural or man-made forces and is subject to the vagaries of every
passing object in motion. The opposite of timeless, it is nearly constantly changing its
appearance, and its function negates its ability to remain permanently fixed. Its shape-shifting
form is determined by the inhabitant: open (like a column of fabric), closed (like a wall), halfopen, partially closed. It is the embodiment of an interior in flux. 151 Often in photographs of Mies
and Reich’s domestic interiors, the hanging fabric room dividers act as framing devices for the
construction of a desired view. Something in motion lurks at the corner [FIG. 2.9; FIG. 2.10; FIG.
2.11; FIG. 2.21; FIG. 2.30]; these fleeting glimpses and visual instabilities impart to the interior
not only a sense of immanent motion and dynamism but also an aspect of the uncanny [FIG.
2.31]. The curtain creates a heightened awareness of the possibilities of a framed view, while

The open plan of the Tugendhat House and its curtain partitions have been singled out, if briefly, for
their transitory aspects; Claire Zimmerman has emphasized their positive, transformative aspects and, as
a result, the space’s adaptability, while also describing their effects in terms of spatial mutability, a term
with overtones of formlessness and inconsistency. See Zimmerman, “Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928-30,”
242.
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also denying other views. The curtain partition is a device of inclusion but also of exclusion,
implying freedom and agency while also constituting an element of visual and spatial control.

The (Velvet) Curtain Versus the Wall: Shades of the Baroque
The dialogue between soft fabric curtain/wall and permanent, stationary wall in the Tugendhat
House is central to Mies’s conception of the open plan. The fact that Mies was fascinated, even
obsessed, with the nature of the wall and its structural and symbolic possibilities has been well
recognized. Barry Bergdoll, for example, points to a caricature of Mies from around 1925
rendered in graphite and colored pencil [FIG. 2.32] by Mies’s assistant, architect Sergius
Ruegenberg, which illustrated Mies’s statement “I must have a wall behind me.” 152 Ruegenberg
was poking fun at the master’s legendary strength of personality (and corporeal monumentality)
by conflating his massive physical form with that of architecture itself. In addition to its humorous
jab at Mies’s intractably “solid” and even stubborn position, the drawing communicates the
primary importance of the wall for Mies and, in addition, suggests that the very parameters of
what constituted architecture were under siege. This view of Mies “with his back against the
wall” reveals a sense of defensiveness, as if a great deal was at stake in Mies’s professional
stance. Indeed, the very “solidity” of the wall is subverted by Mies and Reich’s curtain walls, and
perhaps the drawing captures some of this tension as well as Mies’s self-conscious attempt to
take control of the process. That Lilly Reich is not included in this lovingly satirical portrait is not
surprising, for she is symbolically hidden behind the curtain-wall. 153
Bergdoll illustrates and interprets the drawing and Mies’s statement as evidence of Mies’s debt to
German psychologies of perception. Bergdoll also discusses Mies’s use of “warm walls” (a concept that,
according to Sergius Ruegenberg, took the form of fireplace walls and walls of rich materials), bringing
Gottfried Semper’s concept of the hearth as a key component in his theory of the historic evolution of
architectural form. Bergdoll, “The Nature of Mies’s Space,” 92-93, 102. See also Marianne Eggler, “Divide
and Conquer,” 69–70.
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153 Voicing skepticism with such interpretations (like mine) that question the nature of Mies’s interiors from
various theoretical positions, Stanford Kwinter hones in on exactly this issue: the relationship between the
“wall” and “space” in Mies’s interiors. “Many scholars . . . can be credited with the largesse of having used
Mies’s works – rather than his social and business relations – as the basis for a sometimes savage,
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In the Tugendhat House, the play between hard wall and soft curtain/wall is evident in
the dining area. The “virtual” curtain of curving, veneered wood, with its vertical pattern
resembling draped fabric, that constitutes the dining-area partition wall does not meet with the
glass-paned wall opposite, in order to provide an entrance corridor [FIG. 2.21]. However, the
opening between the curved wooden partition and the wall can be “completed” by pulling a
curtain partition across the opening to enclose the dining area [FIG. 2.17; FIG. 2.23]. Mies’s
interiors are full of such “slippages” and “slidings”: for example, in the way in which his semicircular wall in the Tugendhat House seems to suggest the visual completion of the circle in the
mind’s eye, as if the form were a great moving part, a cog or hinge in a larger machine, an
industrial metaphor common to modern architecture [FIG. 2.13]. 154
But at the same time, paradoxically, the soft, woven material is subverted due to its
installation in the form of moveable, flat planes (in other words, appropriately architectonic, thus
modern), as opposed to the softly curvilinear, elaborately draped, ornamental, and “unhygienic”
curtains of the Wilhelmine past. In this collision between the optic and the haptic, the closed

sometimes mainly rhetorical condemnation. This approach, of course, is the one far more likely to interest
a theorist. These arguments largely break down to the problem of Mies’s own peculiar space, whether it is
judged to be static or mobile, fixed or fluid, physically and psychologically inhabitable, or merely irritatingly
and perpetually routing and repellent. But these arguments are not so simple as they seem: rather, they
are distillable to a simpler, but far more critical opposition –an opposition historically nowhere more critical
then in Mies’s work – that between the technical concepts of “wall” and “space.” Kwinter continues,
pinpointing the partitions at the center of what was – and is – at stake in the discourse: “Those critics who
have fixed their attention on Mies’s slabs, plateaus, and closure-refusing but barrier-creating quasiwalls—with their obsessive, multiple curtain and screen effects—have seen the works as Trojan horses,
offering shimmering chimeras of light and freedom but delivering only frustration, obstruction, monotony,
and intractability.” Stanford Kwinter, “Mies and Movement: Military Logistics and Molecular Regimes,” in
The Presence of Mies, ed. Detlef Mertins (NY: Princeton Architectural Press, 1994), 86. Arguing that the
standard analytical models are no longer of use, Kwinter’s unique critique analyzes Mies’s interiors
through the lens of three German innovations: the Autobahns, the development in modern chemistry of
automatic polymerization, and the discoveries in microbiology and physics of states of matter known as
liquid crystals. Kwinter, 94. [Subsequent to the defense of this dissertation, Beatriz Colomina has
suggested that Colomina suggests that perhaps Lilly Reich is “the mysterious woman” in a period photo
of the Barcelona Pavilion, standing outside the border of the dark carpet. Colomina, Manifesto
Architecture: The Ghost of Mies, eds. Nikolaus Hirsch and Markus Miessen (Berlin: Sternberg, 2014), 35.
Tegethoff, for example, has described the curved balconies of Mies’s Municipal Housing Development
on Afrikanischestrasse in Berlin-Wedding as resembling hinges, “so that the whole arrangement appears
somewhat flexible.” Tegethoff, “From Obscurity to Maturity,” 63.
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curtain creates a perceptual disconnect between the architectonic, flat planarity of the “wall” and
the soft, textured, visually unstable nature introduced by its sensuous materiality.

Also paradoxical is Mies and Reich’s specific use of fabrics in the Tugendhat House,
compared to their contemporaries and in light of Mies’s canonical methodology of “less is more.”
The use of velvet, a material redolent of luxury, is an unusual opulent note in an interior of the
Neues Bauen. 155 Mies and Reich exercised great care selecting the fabric used for the curtains.
As stated earlier, Grete Tugendhat described this deliberate process, writing that “the special
black color of the Shantung curtain in front of the conservatory was also carefully chosen to
harmonize with the black velvet curtain beside it and the silver-grey Shantung silk of the front
wall.” 156
Velvet evokes the past, and would seem more at home in seventeenth-century Baroque
palace or an opulent Wilhelmine villa than in the reductive simplicity and functional rationality of
the modern interior. 157 Even stripped of applied ornament, it speaks of past decorating styles
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Schuldenfrei makes this observation. Schuldenfrei, Luxury and Modernism, 205–07.

156 Tugendhat, “On the Construction of the Tugendhat House,” 8. Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat argues
that Lilly Reich rather than Mies was mainly responsible for choosing the specific colors and fabrics of the
textiles in the house. Hammer-Tugendhat, “Living in the Tugendhat House,” 43.

It is once again worth noting Heinrich Wölfflin’s influential theories here; Wölfflin theorizing of Baroque
space as, in comparison with that of the Renaissance, unlimited and undefined, marked by the dissolution
of boundaries, and tending toward infinity, is remarkably reminiscent of the effects of Mies and Reich’s
interiors; in describing Baroque architecture, Wölfflin declared: “It does not convey a state of present
happiness, but a feeling of anticipation, of something yet to come, of dissatisfaction and restlessness
rather than fulfillment. We have no sense of release, but rather of having been drawn into the tension of
an emotional condition.” Heinrich Wölfflin, Renaissance und Barock, trans. Kathryn Simon (Ithaca:
Cornell, 1964), 38; cited in Vidler, Warped Space, 87.
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Christine Magar specifically interprets Mies’s dynamism and emphasis on the illusion of constant
movement and change as baroque. While Magar includes Mies’s free-standing partition walls in her
discussion, she does not discuss Mies and Reich’s fabric curtain/walls, although her feminist-based
critique does reference textiles: “Mies uses an assembly of mass and planes as a means to bind
heterogeneous spaces of difference and divide homogenous spaces of sameness, similar to a sewing
seam that can bind two disparate pieces of fabric or divide homogenous pieces. Mies stitches space to
bind heterogeneity and to divide homogeneity.” Magar, “Project Manual for the Glass House,” in
Coleman, Danze, and Henderson, Architecture and Feminism, 90. Building on Magar’s analysis that Mies
compensated for the male-gendered glass and steel “skin-and-bones” construction of his buildings by
144

and seems to evoke a baroque gesture. 158 Walter Benjamin invoked velvet in his famous
description of the nineteenth-century bourgeois domestic interior, which he called “a receptacle
for the person” like the “inside of a compass case, where the instrument with all its accessories
lies embedded in deep, usually violet folds of velvet.” 159
Velvet draperies also evoke theater curtains, and indeed, Mies and Reich’s fabric
partitions operate not only as functional space dividers but also as theatrical devices―as
accouterments for the staging of modern life―as mannered and “structured,” even ritualized. 160
One can imagine the drama implicit in “pulling the curtain” to stage an effect, to block or open up
a view, to create a sense of containment, or to carve out a space of privacy and intimacy in the
lower floor of the Tugendhat House. The action would create not simply a visual and haptic
effect but also, potentially, an aural one, through the curtain’s movement and swooshing sound.
Once again, Benjamin’s theorization of the theatrical aspects of modern life comes to mind. 161 In

including female sculptures, I would argue that Mies and Reich’s fabric curtain/walls also function in this
way, particularly in light of Reich’s key role in their collaborative design.
Also pertinent to my interpretation is Magar’s brieft discussion of Mies’s use of ornament, which she also
considers through the lens of Philip Johnson’s Glass House design and links to Mies’s baroque aspects.
Magar, “Project Manual for the Glass House,” 95–96. Indeed, according to Magar, Johnson linked his
own architecture to that of the baroque; see Magar, 72.
Mies and Reich’s use of velvet aligns them with an alternate canon of twentieth century interior design,
one that flourished in Europe, and especially in England, between the wars; according to Jane
Stevenson, this alternate modernism was referred to as “bugger’s baroque,” “decorators’ baroque,” and
“Curzon Street baroque.” (Curzon Street is in the fashionable London neighborhood of Mayfair).
Stevenson presents an alternative narrative of modern design history, one that embraced the decorative,
the irrational and surreal, the camp, the feminine, and the homosexual. Jane Stevenson, Baroque
Between the Wars: Alternative Style in the Arts, 1918–1939 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018). Also
pertinent is Anne Hollander’s analyses of depicted fabric during the baroque period in Fabric of Vision:
Dress and Drapery in Painting (London: National Gallery/New Haven: Yale Univ., 2002).
158
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Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, quoted in Heynen, “’Leaving Traces’,” 121.

160 Mies’s theatrical tendencies have been acknowledged and analyzed by various scholars. See, for
example, Bergdoll, “The Nature of Mies’s Space”; and Tegethoff, “The Tugendhat ‘Villa’,” 74.

See Colomina’s analysis of Loos’s domestic interiors in relation to the theatrical; Colomina, Privacy
and Publicity, 232–81.
161
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addition, the influence on Mies of Schinkel’s designs for the theater is significant; Schinkel’s
influence on Mies and Reich’s domestic interiors will be discussed in the following chapter.
Further, if a primary reason for the development of the modern interior was the creation
of a healthful and easy-to-clean environment, the choice of large swaths of silk shantung and
especially heavy silk velvet begs closer consideration. These materials defy any real argument
for modern, “hygienic” forms, since silk velvet is not washable (then as now) and the hairy fibers
that give the material its opulent three-dimensionality and light-catching sheen also function as
dust-collectors. 162 Its use (especially white velvet) makes clear the need for frequent cleaning
and thus communicates luxury. 163 We might also question whether the Tugendhat children
would have been allowed to touch these elegant hanging walls, in order to, for example, play
hide-and-seek behind them. It is not hard to imagine that the very idea of sand from the outdoor
sandbox coming inside the house and into contact with an unsullied, meters-long expanse of
white velvet curtain might have produced anxiety in the household, even with live-in servants
who assumed the responsibility for keeping the rooms spotless, as was the norm for uppermiddle-class (and even middle-class) households in Germany. Would the Tugendhat’s nanny,
Irene Kalkofen, have found the curtains particularly useful for her purposes or would she have
found them (like the chambermaids) another domestic burden to bear? 164 While we may never

George Dodds discusses Mies’s and Reich’s use of a velvet curtain, but specifically the black velvet
curtain in the Barcelona Pavilion, emphasizing its problematic nature and pointing to its disappearance in
the official photographs of the building. As Dodds points out, the photographic record of the pavilion and
other Mies buildings was carefully controlled by the architect himself; thus the suppression of the curtain
following the pavilion design’s completion supports my argument for the suppression of the awkward
decorative―and interior decorating―aspects of Mies’s work in favor of the solid, the permanent, the
modern/classical, and the “masculine.” George Dodds, Building Desire: On the Barcelona Pavilion
(London: Routledge, 2005): 110–21.
162

According to Schuldenfrei, although synthetic silks were commercially available at the time, Mies and
Reich deliberately chose not to use them. Schuldenfei, Luxury and Modernism, 205.
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The problematic issue of practicality extends to Mies and Reich’s choice of white linoleum for the
flooring of the Tugendhat House. Once again, Grete Tugendhat’s recollections of the architect’s design
choices and their relative appropriateness for domestic life are particularly revealing. In a speech
delivered on January 17, 1969, at the International Conference on the Reconstruction of the Tugendhat
House, she recalled that Mies wanted a uniform surface effect in the floor treatment and thus chose white
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know the answer, these are pertinent questions, for just as surely as the electrical mechanism
for the retractable window in the Tugendhat House living area functioned, so, too, the drapery
partitions worked, but only with human action and energy, and with considerable ideological
baggage.
The involvement of the Tugendhat family in the textile business, although pertinent, does
not provide a full explanation for these materials. Rather, in the form of the velvet curtains, Mies
and Reich are inserting an element of overt luxury, tactile sensuality and, perhaps even an air of
the transgressive into the traditional domestic environment, an environment which they had both
personally rejected This slightly suspect aspect of the Tugendhat interior was voiced in the Die
Form debate. In particular, Roger Ginsburger’s critique identified both the “immoral luxury” of
the design (focusing in particular on the opulent materials) and the “sacred atmosphere” of the
space. 165
The choice of fabrics brings up the issue of how Mies’s and Reich’s interiors fit into the
contemporary notion of the Sachlich, a concept central to the Weimar-era cultural and artistic
movement known as the Neue Sachlichkeit (New Objectivity or New Sobriety). 166 For clearly,
the focus here is on both the optical and the haptic and sensual, which Mies and Reich
emphasize through their use of insistently tactile textiles for the curtain partitions. The choice of

linoleum. In a rather contradictory attempt to justify this choice, she explained: “White was the most
neutral color, and probably not more impractical than any other smooth linoleum. I have to admit that it
easily got dirty, and needed a lot of care.” She even went so far as to suggest that perhaps, with Mies’s
permission, the white linoleum might be replaced with travertine, which Mies had utilized for the entrance
hall, stairs, and lower terrace. Tugendhat, “On the Construction of the Tugendhat House,” 7. A close look
at a photo taken by Fritz Tugendhat of the entrance to the garden-level living area from the dining area
terrace reveals a floor mat for wiping one’s feet, signaling that keeping the white floor clean was an
ongoing issue (FIG. 2.16). On the German linoleum industry, see Kirsch, The Weissenhofsiedlung, 28;
Miller, “Mies and Exhibitions,” 340; and Schuldenfrei, Luxury and Modernism, 48–49, 255.
165

Roger Ginsburger, quoted in Hammer-Tugendhat, “Is the Tugendhat House Habitable?”, 29.

166 On the New Objectivity, see Stephanie Barron and Sabine Eckman, eds., New Objectivity: Modern
German Art in the Weimar Republic 1919–1933 (Munich: Prestel, 2015); and Sergiusz Michalski, New
Objectivity: Painting, Graphic Art, and Photography in Weimar Germany 1919–1933 (Cologne: Taschen,
2003). On modern architecture and the Neue Sachlichkeit, see Bletter, “Introduction,” 49-70.
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materials moves beyond a celebration of their “objective” thing-ness into the realm of subjective
viewer perception, an area rich in interpretative potential for the contextualization of Mies and
Reich’s curtain partitions as significant carriers of meaning. 167
The “Liberating Dynamism” of the Modern Interior
If architectural modernism banished the ritualized performance of Wilhelmine bourgeois
domesticity, were any new rituals born in response to the new interior of the Neues Bauen when
the old ones were ostensibly put to rest, and what forms did they take? What was ultimately at
stake in modernism’s quest to achieve the high level of sleek rarified abstraction, progressive
hygienic lifestyle, and the dynamic freedom, universality, and even transcendent poetry of
Mies’s and Reich’s open plan in the domestic interior? What are the ramifications of the
demands for action made on the inhabitant by the rhythmic dynamism inherent in the fabric
partitions, in addition to the added gain of functional flexibility and the new sense of “agency”
granted the inhabitant who has a say in the layout of his or her own interior space? In this study
of the ways in which the house’s elements functioned, physically and psychologically, the fabric
space-dividing draperies that partition the space of the house’s celebrated open plan are once
again at the center of the narrative.
The goal of this chapter has been to investigate specific aspects of the architecture of
Mies’s Tugendhat House and the collaborative interior scheme by Mies and Reich as evident in
the house’s formal qualities, history, and historiography. They are indicators of broader
contemporary issues and anxieties that come together at the intersection of avant-garde design
and domesticity. The sense of openness and freedom that characterized modern architecture
In addition to the use of velvet, the choice of color for Mies’s and Reich’s fabric partitions begs
investigation. In the Barcelona Pavilion, designed contemporaneously with the Tugendhat House, the use
of a red velvet curtain/wall echoes the design of their 1927 Velvet and Silk Café. The colors used in the
café: black, orange, and red velvet, and black and lemon yellow silk, are understood as a symbolic
representation of the German flag (although it is also noteworthy that yellow was one of Bruno Paul’s
signature colors). Red velvet carries overtones of baroque sensuosity and also of the overwrought interior
of a bordello, a subject taken up in further in the next chapter, in a discussion of room-dividing “modesty”
screens. While the red velvet curtain does not reappear in the Tugendhat House, its fabric is repeated in
the upholstery of a single red chaise lounge, positioned facing the view out the garden-side windows.
167
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could also be a source of anxiety. The fabric curtain partition, far from reductive and abstract,
inhabits an uneasy space between tectonics and decoration, hard and soft, “classical” and
“baroque,” movement and stasis, rational and uncanny. In its demand for the inhabitant to get
up and move, it makes undue demands; it implies the underlying suggestion that something
must be hidden from view, covered up, sheathed, curtained-off, set apart, shut out, in order to
create a presumably more intimate space within that most private of spaces, the domestic
interior, and then opened up, unveiled, and exposed. A model of openness and transparency,
the modern house was also a site where boundaries, delineating and separating disparate
spheres, internal as well as external, reveal the very fabric of modern existence. These forces
reflected the extraordinary pressures of external Weimar culture, including those surrounding
class, gender, and the body and, subtly, the changing attitudes and ambivalence toward
traditional family life and tendency toward action, dynamism, and flux that was a component of
an anti-domestic dialogue – a particular form of modernism - in which both Mies and Reich were
engaged.
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Chapter 3: Mies the Decorator

It is the urge to decorate that is one of the most elementary of human drives,
more elementary in fact than the need to protect the body. 1
----Alois Riegl
The impulse to erect disciplinary hierarchies is a vain attempt to mask the
overlapping, fluid nature of these two occupations. In practice, if not in
theory, architecture and interior design do not so much oppose as
presuppose each other. 2
----Joel Sanders
The standard history of modernism posits that architects such as Mies van der Rohe
stripped away the decorative ornament and historicist excesses of past epochs to allow the
clean, abstract, and elemental forms of honest construction in all their reductive purity to reign
supreme. Thus, the embarrassment of riches that defined the nineteenth-century German
bourgeois interior of the Gründerzeit was abandoned in favor of an aesthetic based on notions
of rational functionalism, reductive abstraction, the poetics of pure structure, and “universal
space.” With Philip Johnson’s unlikely description of Mies as “a decorator in the best sense” in
mind, this chapter continues to explore the theme of the decorative and attitudes toward it that
shaped the architecture and interiors of the Neues Bauen in Germany and its subsequent
translation in the United States as the International Style, through an investigation of the

Quoted in Mark Wigley, White Walls, Designer Dresses: The Fashioning of Modern Architecture
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1995), 63–64.

1

Joel Sanders, “Curtain Wars: Architects, Decorators, and the Twentieth-Century Interior,” Harvard
Design Magazine 16, no. 16 (2002), http://www.harvarddesignmagazine.org/issues/16/curtain-wars.
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parameters and specific sources of Mies’s decorative side. Despite the massive amount of
literature on Mies, this is a subject that has only been peripherally addressed by scholars. 3
Starting with the nineteenth-century historicist interiors of the Gründerzeit, this chapter
charts the development of the German modern interior through the period of design reform and
the Jugendstil era to the high modernism of the Neues Bauen, examining the shifting attitudes
toward the decorative during those eras, and considering them alongside the rise of interior
decorating as a profession in the early twentieth century in the United States. The oft-cited
Various writers have recognized Mies’s decorative qualities. Brent C. Brolin’s Architectural Ornament,
for example, illustrates Mies’s use of decorative mullions on the façade of the Seagram Building and
visually compares Mies’s use of genuine marble in the Barcelona Pavilion to an imitation version during
the Baroque period, without delving further into the issue. Brent C. Brolin, Architectural Ornament:
Banishment and Return (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, 2000), 194, 200. Kenneth Frampton
and William Curtis also emphasize the decorative aspects of the Tugendhat interiors; Curtis described the
garden-level interior as “shimmering,” “hypnotic,” embodying “something of the most luxurious DaimlerBenz car” and as creating a “bizarre sense of the real.” William Curtis, Modern Architecture Since 1900,
3rd ed. (London: Phaidon Press, 1996), 308–09. This point seems to take Mies off the hook as the
generator of decoration, implying that it occurred “naturally” (although not without the tinge of the
gendered feminine, nature being a “she”). More recently, Robin Schuldenfrei’s essay and book,
mentioned earlier, expand upon this discussion; see Schuldenfrei, “Sober Ornament: Materiality and
Luxury in German Modern Architecture and Design,” in Histories of Ornament: From Global to Local, ed.
Gülru Necipoğlu and Alina Payne (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2016), 334–410; and Luxury
and Modernism: Architecture and the Object in Germany, 1900–1933 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 2018). Finally, Joel Sanders’s essay “Curtain Wars,” already mentioned, which analyses the
relationship of curtain to curtain wall, exploring the fraught relationship between architects and interior
designers and pointing out the bias against decoration, is an important model for this interpretation.
3

On decoration and ornament in general, see David Brett, Rethinking Ornament: Pleasure and Ideology in
the Visual Arts (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005); Brolin, Architectural Ornament; Stephen
Calloway, Twentieth-Century Decoration: The Domestic Interior from 1900 to the Present Day. London:
Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1988); Stuart Durant, Ornament: From the Industrial Revolution to Today
(Woodstock, NY: Overlook Press, 1986); Oleg Grabar, The Mediation of Ornament (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1992); Gérard Raulet and Burghart Schmidt, eds., Kritische Theorie des
Ornaments (Vienna: Böhlau, 1993); Michael Snodin and Maurice Howard, Ornament, A Social History
Since 1450 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996); Debra Schafter, The Order of Ornament, the
Structure of Style: Theoretical Foundations of Modern Art and Architecture (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press,
2003); James Trilling, The Language of Ornament (London: Thames and Hudson, 2001); James Trilling,
Ornament: A Modern Perspective (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2003); Eva Wilson,
Ornament, 8000 Years (London: British Museum Press, 1994); Gérard Raulet and Burghart Schmidt,
eds., Vom Parergon zum Labyrinth: Untersuchungen zur kritischen Theorie des Ornaments (Vienna:
Böhlau, 2001); and Jonathan M. Woodham, Twentieth-Century Ornament (New York: Rizzoli, 1990).
On the debate over ornament in German modern architecture, see, for example, Jörg H. Gleiter,
Rückkehr des Verdrängten: zur kritischen Theorie des Ornaments in der architektonischen Moderne
(Weimar: Universo – Universitätsverlag der Bauhaus-Universität Weimar, 2002); and Maria Ocón
Fernández, Ornament und Moderne. Theoriebildung und Ornamentdebatte im deutschen
Architekturdiskurs (1850–1930) (Berlin: Reimer, 2004).
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influence on Mies of Karl Friedrich Schinkel is explored, offering an alternate narrative that
highlights Schinkel’s “decorative side,” particularly his use of drapery in the domestic interior for
ornamental and functional purposes, an approach that reveals Schinkel’s debt to ancient
Roman sources along with his interest in theater. As already discussed, Bruno Paul served as
an important conduit through whom Schinkel’s work was transmitted to Mies; now this
exploration will focus on the specific motif of the hanging fabric curtain as it was passed down
from Schinkel’s Empire-inspired neoclassicism through Paul’s Neo-Biedermeier Wohnreform to
Mies’s modern buildings. Mies (in concert with Reich in their Weimar-era oeuvre) translated
Schinkel’s, and Paul’s extraordinary virtuosity with the handing of fabric, their fascination with
perceptual effects, and their evocation of the tent-like enclosure into the language of modernism
in a series of collaborative interior design schemes that have become celebrated masterworks
in the canon of modernism.

Part I: The German Domestic Interior From Wilhelmine Wohnzimmer to Weimar Raumkunst
As a site of radical aesthetic, social, and economic transformation, the architectural interior as it
evolved in Germany from Gründerzeit historicism to the rational functionalism of 1920s and
early 1930s Neues Bauen is considered an exemplary manifestation of the modernist project no
less revolutionary than contemporary breakthroughs in avant-garde painting and sculpture.
According to the canon of modern architectural history, the quest for modern form and space
came to fruition during the German Weimar Republic, a period in terms of architecture culture
that represented the pinnacle of an evolutionary trajectory from decorative to reductive and
“pure,” from Expressionist to functionalist, from “more” to “less,” and from the confines of the
discrete room as a symbol of restrictive (not to mention dusty and unhygienic) bourgeois
domesticity to the liberation of space (and ostensibly the individual inhabitant) in the form of the
open plan. Conflated with the period of constitutional democracy during the Weimar Republic,
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Neues Bauen is seen as the result of progressive forces that coalesced in the representation of
the high modernist interior.
The notion of a consistent evolutionary progression from the design excess of the
Gründerzeit to Wilhelmine design reform to Weimar Neues Bauen, although problematic, is
nonetheless a standard interpretation of modern architecture’s trajectory in Germany. While the
term Gründerzeit continues to connote a low point in architecture and design history, the
Wilhelmine era has generally been positioned as a transitional moment between the traditional
historicism of the architectural old guard and the triumph of Neues Bauen. Mies’s architectural
development can be easily fit into this framing structure; the designs of his early, Wilhelmine
career were, until recently, treated as conservative, historicist, and immature compared to his
buildings of the 1920s and early 1930s and his later American projects. Scholars chart Mies’s
progression from the early neoclassical villa designs of the Wilhelmine period, like his first
commission, the Riehl House, Potsdam-Neubabelsberg, 1906–7 [FIG. 3.1], to the elegantly
reductive masterpieces of his mature career, including the Barcelona Pavilion [FIG. 3.2] and
Tugendhat House [2.1]. The idea that Mies’s mature works were designs that constituted,
according to Mies’s own well-known proclamation, an architecture so profoundly, spiritually
transcendent as to be “beinahe nichts” (almost nothing), as Mies was fond of declaring, is
standard fare in the modernist canon. 4
In marked contrast to the interiors of the Neues Bauen was the nineteenth-century
interior of the German Gründerzeit, illustrated in such publications as Oscar Mothes’s 1879
book Unser Heim im Schmuck der Kunst (Our Home, Artistically Decorated). 5 Gründerzeit
tendencies abound in the design for rooms such as the Damenzimmer (room for ladies) [FIG.

4 Philip Johnson explained this concept in the catalogue of MoMA’s 1947 Mies exhibition. See Johnson,
Mies van der Rohe (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1947), 140.

Oscar Mothes, Unser Heim im Schmuck der Kunst: ein Bildercyclus zur Einrichtung des Wwohnhauses
in künstlerischer Ausstattung (Leipzig: Edwin Schloemp Verlag, 1879).
5
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3.3], in terms of the room’s formal style as well as its socioeconomic ramifications; its
representation of the highly ornamented bourgeois domestic interior is heavily laden with
contemporary attitudes concerning the overlapping issues of decoration and gender.
Indeed, the Damenzimmer is a quintessential representation of a stereotypical feminized
upper-middle class interior space. The soft, luxurious, heavily upholstered interior is decorated
with the Schmuck (jewels or decorations) of art and fashionable interior decoration as well as
the home’s ultimate treasures, the family members (and especially the idealized female
inhabitants, who are equally geschmückt with the requisite symbols of conspicuous
consumption). By the late nineteenth century, the fashionable, bourgeois German domestic
interior had become, following the French example, an extravaganza of plush upholstered
furnishings and lushly decorated swags of drapery, dripping with passementerie (in German,
Posementen), meaning fabric trimmings in the form of tassels, braid, and fringe. 6 Such
elaborate rooms, with their heavily festooned and tasseled curtains, echoed the attire of the
woman of the house, equally decked out in opulent threads, ample bustles, and multilayered,
ruffled drapery. 7 In this image, both clothing and curtain bespeak not only the notion of
6 On the nineteenth-century bourgeois interior in Germany, see, for example, G. Felix Lenoir, Die
Tapezier- und Dekorationskunst (Berlin: B. Hessling, 1898); Ferdinand Luthmer, Malerische Innenräume
moderner Wohnungen in Aufnamen nach der Natur (Berlin: Ernst Wasmuth, 1884; Stefan Muthesius, The
Poetic Home: Designing the 19th Century Interior (London: Thames and Hudson, 2008); Elizabet
Stavenow-Hidemark, “Textile Design and Furnishings, c. 1780–1914,” in The Cambridge History of
Western Textiles, ed. David Jenkins, 2 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 2:860–81;
A. Streitenfeld and Ludwig Streitenfeld, Ausstattung Vornehmer Wohnräume (Berlin: Bruno Hessling,
1888); Thornton, Authentic Décor: The Domestic Interior, 1620–1920 (New York: Viking, 1984); Sabine
Wieber, “Designing the Nation: Neo-Northern Renaissance Interiors and the Politics of Identity in Late
Nineteenth-Century Germany, 1876–1888,” master’s thesis, University of Chicago, 2006; Sabine Wieber,
“The German Interior at the Turn of the Last Century,” in Designing the Modern Interior: From the
Victorians to Today, ed. Penney Sparke, Anne Massey, Trevor Keeble, and Brenda Martin (Oxford: Berg:
2009), 53–64; and Sabine Wieber, “Introduction: 1850–1900,” in Performance, Fashion, and the Modern
Interior: From the Victorians to Today, eds. Fiona Fisher, Trevor Keeble, Patricia Lara-Betancourt, and
Brenda Martin (London: Berg, 2011), 9–15. See also Marianne Eggler, “Imperial Anxiety and Aggressive
Decor: Imaging the Domestic Interior of the German Kaiserreich," in Visualizing the Nineteenth Century
Home: Modern Art and the Decorative Impulse, ed. Anca I. Lasc (London: Routledge, 2016), 139–57.
7 As fashion historian Penelope Byrde has pointed out, the term “style tapissier” (upholsterer’s style) was
coined in France in the 1880s to describe the current craze in women’s couture of extravagantly draped
skirts with “pannier puffs” at the hips, inspired by the contemporaneous trend in interior decoration. Byrde,
“Dress: The Industrial Revolution and After,” in The Cambridge History of Western Textiles, 2: 898. See
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ornamental Schmuck but also the extreme requirements concerning modesty in late nineteenthcentury European bourgeois society, a subject closely related to the room-dividing privacy
screen, a subject discussed in detail in the next chapter.
Such images were not presented simply as do-it-yourself suggestions, of course, but
also were intended to affirm the sociopolitical status quo, centered on the interior of the
bourgeois home as a safe and comforting refuge from the increasing pressures of the external
world in an industrialized society. The domestic interior represents the reassuring institution of
feminine domesticity and its civilizing influence on the patriarch of the family, here absent and
presumably at work. As Mothes writes in the introduction to Unser Heim im Schmuck der Kunst:
In a time in which mankind, outside in the busy world of commerce, encounters
souls that are not empathetic but are rather ciphers, working machines led by
mental rationalism, because those who he encounters in the rush, in order not to
drown in it, oppress all their feelings and can only show intellect, because that is
what is demanded in the existential struggle; at such a time, a “home” that is
illuminated by art and warmth seems desirable for him and his soul mates. 8
Into this genteel, intimate scene (perhaps an afternoon tea with female family members
or friends) enters another equally ornamental, modishly dressed young woman, perhaps an
arriving guest, who pauses by the heavily draped window, a reminder of the outside, male
realm. The tightly corseted women are pictured against their organic counterparts from the plant
world: “exotic” palms, an international standard of bourgeois Victorian-era interior design that
was transplanted into the European and American home. 9

also Catherine Donzel and Sabina Marchal, L’Art de la Passememterie et sa Contribution à l’histoire de la
Mode et de la Décoration (Paris: Chêne, 1992).
“In einer Zeit, wo der mensch draussen im Geschäftsgewühl nicht fühlenden teilnehmenden Seelen,
sondern nur mit geistiger Schärfe geleiteten Arbeitsmaschinen und klug rechnenden, fein calculirenden
Zahlenwesen begegnet, weil die, mit denen er verkehrt, um in dem Gewühl nicht unterzugehen, all ihr
Gefühl zurückdrängen und nur den Verstand herauskehren müssen, wo er natürlich im Kampf ums
Dasein dasselbe thun muss, in solcher Zeit wird ein von der Kunst erleuchtetes und durchwärmtes “Heim”
auf ihn und die ihm seelisch Nahestehenden um so sicherer jene Anziehung ausüben.” Mothes, Unser
Heim, 2. Author’s translation.
8

On the use of palms in the Victorian interior, see Penny Sparke, Nature Inside: Plants and Flowers in
the Modern Interior (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2021), 33–50.
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The appearance of the visitor in this interior communicates the importance of adhering to
bourgeois socioeconomic standards as well as aesthetic ones, since to be truly effective, the
domestic space must be shown off, within the boundaries determined by polite society. And how
do these ladies of leisure occupy themselves all afternoon? The picture caption reinforces the
message: “In the cozy corner, within a trusted group, the women happily sit and exchange the
latest news.” 10 The inference here is undoubtedly that they are catching up on all the gossip,
instead of discussing more serious fare, such as the current political events. The arriving
woman holds a Japanese fan, a fashionable accessory that situates her appearance firmly
within the stylish interior. The furnishing, too, includes elements of Japonisme, as evident in the
suspended umbrella and ceramics, details subsumed in an eclectic clutter of heavy, overstuffed
furniture, historicist ornament, and preponderance of bibelots typical of Gründerzeit décor. 11
Sweeping across the Continent from England, the spirit of design reform that addressed
just this type of interior, and the messianic message took firm hold in Germany, transforming the
cultural landscape in the latter part of the nineteenth and early twentieth century. In the eyes of
design reformers, such interiors became the subject of a gendered critique of its “feminine”
attributes, notably the accumulated, decorative accouterments that had traditionally served to
provide comfort, both physical and psychological, to the inhabitant and, and that same time, had
functioned to communicate the good taste and class status of the owner while also reinforcing
traditional gender roles. The displays of sumptuous upholstery and drapery fabrics seen in the

10 “In der wohligen Ecke vereint zu traulicher Runde, Sitzen die Frauen gar gern zu Austausch neuster
Kunde.” Mothes, Unser Heim, 27. Author’s translation.

Japonisme was a major component of the design mentality of the Aesthetic Movement, a cultural phase
of the1870s inspired by the philosophy of “art for art’s sake” implicit in the work of Oscar Wilde and other
British writers. The movement advocated a highly rarified level of aesthetic sensibility, strongly decorative
in nature, in which the domestic interior played a key role. Whistler’s Harmony in Blue and Gold (The
Peacock Room), created for the London house of Frederick Leyland (1876–77), is a notable example of
aesthetic tendencies in interior design. On the Aesthetic interior, see Charlotte Gere, The House
Beautiful: Oscar Wilde and the Aesthetic Interior (London: Lund Humphries/Geffrye Museum, 2000);
Lionel Lambourne, The Aesthetic Movement (London: Phaidon, 1996); Susan Weber Soros, ed., E. W.
Godwin: Aesthetic Movement Architect and Designer (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1999).
11
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Damenzimmer were soon to be condemned as being fusty and unhygienic, just as fashionable
women’s couture (and in particular, the corseted waist) became a contested site. Soft
furnishings in particular were singled out for rebuke, and yet, the space-dividing curtain partition
would somehow survive the purges of design reform, as we shall see.

Cleaning House: Form and Reform in the German Interior
As a result of William Morris’s effective proselytizing on behalf of the potential of design to better
society, the status of the interior, and in particular the domestic sphere, underwent
reassessment during the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century, and it achieved a new
level of importance on a broad scale, central as it was to the concept of the Gesamtkunstwerk.
Morris’s Arts and Crafts revival, with its emphasis on the handicrafts and the restorative
potential of the domestic design, is considered the foundation for the development of modern
twentieth-century design. 12 Morris’s Marxist-inspired philosophy, with its call for a return to the
artisanal, collaborative design approach of the Middle Ages, had a heavily moralizing tone.
Inspired by the utopian vision of William Morris and his philosophical model, John Ruskin, craft
workshops emerged in England, the European continent, and the United States.

On Morris and the Arts and Crafts domestic interior, see Mary Greensted, ed., An Anthology of the Arts
and Crafts Movement: Writings by Ashbee, Lethaby, Gimson, and their Contemporaries (Aldershot: Lund
Humphries, 2005); Isabella Anscombe and Charlotte Gere, Arts and Crafts in Britain and America (New
York: Rizzzoli, 1979); Wendy Hitchmough, The Arts and Crafts Home (London: Pavilion, 2000); Wendy
Kaplan, “The Art That is Life: The Arts and Crafts Movement in America, 1875–1920 (Boston: Museum of
Fine Arts, 1987); Wendy Kaplan, The Arts and Crafts Movement in Europe and America: Design for the
Modern World, 1880–1920 (New York: Thames and Hudson, 2004); Karen Livingstone and Linda Parry,
eds., International Arts and Crafts (London: Victoria and Albert Museum, 2006); Linda Parry, ed., William
Morris (London: Philip Wilson, 1996); and Adrian Tinniswood, The Arts and Crafts House (New York:
Watson-Guptill, 1999). On the influence of Morris’s Arts and Crafts reform in Germany, see Ingeborg
Becker, Henry van de Velde in Berlin (Berlin: Bröhan Museum, Museumspädagogischer Dienst
Berlin/Dietrich Reimer, 1993); Stefan Muthesius, Das Englische Haus; Landhaus und Garten;
Kunstgewerbe und Architektur (Jena: E. Diederichs, 1907); Klaus-Jürgen Sembach, Henry van de Velde,
trans. Michael Robinson (London: Thames and Hudson, 1989); Klaus-Jürgen Sembach, 1910, Halbzeit
der Moderne: van de Velde, Behrens, Hoffmann und die Anderen (Stuttgart: Hatje, 1992); and Uwe
Schneider, Hermann Muthesius und die Reformdiskussion in der Gartenarchitektur des Frühen 20.
Jahrhunderts (Worms: Wernersche, 2000).
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Just as Wohnreform attempted to purge overstuffed, overdecorated domestic interiors
like the Damenzimmer, the fine arts, too, were the target of vigorous internal and external
critique as the historicizing subject matter and classical ideals promoted by European art
academies seemed ever more out of touch with the modern world. The Secessionist
movements that exploded across Europe resulted in the development of a radical form of
modern art and design. Artist/designers, such as Henry van de Velde in Belgium and Germany,
Hector Guimard in France, Antoni Gaudi in Spain, and Bruno Paul and Peter Behrens in
Germany, embraced the modern spirit.
Called Jugendstil for its emphasis on symbolic cultural renewal, the resulting “new art” in
Germany was an extraordinarily rich moment in design history, as it challenged traditional
artistic hierarchies, elevated the status of the applied arts, and embraced nonrepresentational
forms and celebrated individual subjectivity as a key component in the aesthetic process. Mark
Jarzombek has identified in the Jugendstil movement “the first formal manifestation of the
impact psychology was making in the practice of bourgeois identity-making and reform.” 13
Centered on the notion of a liberating aesthetic experience, the belief in the restorative and
spiritually uplifting qualities of the domestic interior was a key element of the new movement.
Innovative Jugendstil interior designs were widely displayed in the late-nineteenth and
early-twentieth century in Europe, winning awards and publicized internationally in journals such
as Jugend, from which the movement took its name. Morris’s ideals were further communicated
in Germany by Hermann Muthesius, who returned home from England an enthusiastic
interlocutor of Morris’s philosophy and influential interpreter of Wohnreform. One of the most
significant manifestations of the Jugendstil phenomenon was the 1901 exhibition Ein Dokument
deutscher Kunst at the artist colony on the Mathildenhöhe in Darmstadt. The exhibition was
sponsored by Alexander Koch, publisher of the influential interior design journal Innendekoration
Mark Jarzombek, The Psychologizing of Modernity: Art, Architecture, and History (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1999), 268n28.
13
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(Interior Decoration), launched in 1891. As represented by houses designed by Joseph-Maria
Olbrich, Peter Behrens, and other practitioners of the New Art, the domestic interior symbolized
the very locus of reform, and this housing display would serve as a model for later exhibitions of
domestic architecture, most notably the Weissenhofsiedlung, organized in 1927 by the
Deutscher Werkbund in Stuttgart. 14
German designers responded to the call for artistic innovation and the attendant physical
and psychological “cleaning house” of the potentially injurious overstuffed nineteenth-century
domestic interiors such as the Damenzimmer, which were believed to harbor health-threatening
dust, stale air, and most critical of all, communicable disease. 15 The movement was influenced
by the domestic science movement, born in the United States in the nineteenth and earlytwentieth centuries, and the efforts of such reformers as home economist Christine Frederick,
who applied the rationalized industrial production methods of Taylorism to domestic use. 16 The
increasing level of attention on health and hygiene was a major factor in Wohnreform as it
intersected with the tendency toward formal simplicity, abstraction, and material integrity. This
cleansing of the interior was particularly focused on reforming the domestic conditions of the
working class; generated from a humanitarian and public health point of view, it also had
ramifications in terms of maintaining class hierarchies and control―functioning as “a strategy of

See Alexander Koch, Grossherzog Ernst Ludwig und die Ausstellung der künstler-kolonie in Darmstadt
von Mai bis Oktober 1901 (Darmstadt: J. C. Herbert’sehe Hof-buchdruck, 1901); Hessisches
Landesmuseum Darmstadt, Ein Dokument deutscher Kunst: Darmstadt, 1901–1976 (Darmstadt: E.
Roether, 1976); Ralf Beil, ed., Mathilda is calling: Erinnerung als Zukunft (Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2006);
Christiane Geelhaar and Wolfgang Pehnt, Mathildenhöhe Darmstadt: 100 Planen und Bauen für die
Stadtkrone, 1899–1999 (Darmstadt: Häusser, 2000).
14

For an excellent overview of the relationship of modern design to health and hygiene, although focused
on the United States, see Ellen Lupton and J. Abbott Miller, The Bathroom, The Kitchen, and the
Aesthetics of Waste (A Process of Elimination) (New York: Kiosk/Princeton University Press, 1992). See
also Wigley, White Walls, Designer Dresses.
15

16 See Christine Frederick, Household Engineering: Scientific Management in the Home (Chicago:
American School of Home Economics, 1919). For the history of reform movements in the domestic
sphere, see Dolores Hayden, The Grand Domestic Revolution: A History of Feminist Designs for
American Homes, Neighborhoods, and Cities (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1981).
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containment,” as Lupton and Miller have pointed out. 17 The general purging of ornament went
hand in hand with the quest for hygiene.
The atmosphere of Wohnreform communicated an extraordinary optimism concerning
the transformative possibilities of modern architecture and design and in particular in the
regenerative potential of the domestic interior. This tone is evident in publications like Hermann
Wahrlich’s 1908 Wohnung und Hausrat. Beispiele neuzeitlicher Wohnräume und ihre
Ausstattung (Dwelling and household goods. Examples of contemporary living spaces and its
furnishing), published as a companion volume to Muthesius’s Landhaus und Garten. Wahrlich
begins with an acknowledgment of the recent revolutionary change in all areas of public and
private life and culture:
In the most significant artistic movement of the last decade, the conscious urge has
taken shape to elevate the dwelling and the furnishings of very cultivated people into a
unified creation of the deepest meaning for the exterior and interior life, and to give it an
expressive artistic design and style and in so doing, to create the foundation for a culture
of dwelling which we have lacked for more than half a century. 18
The progressive air that permeated German design culture was also at the heart of the
philosophy of the Unterrichtsanstalt des Berliner Kunstgewerbemuseums Berlin when the young
Ludwig Mies studied there, under the tutelage of Bruno Paul. As already discussed, Paul’s
institutional and pedagogical reforms at the Unterrichtsanstalt, in conjunction with his own
design contributions, would significantly impact the development of modern design in Germany.
It was at this very moment of social and artistic transformation, with traditional institutions and
particularly the forms of domestic life under scrutiny and in flux that Mies, immersed in this

17

Lupton and Miller, The Bathroom, The Kitchen, and the Aesthetics of Waste, 19.

“In der bedeutenden künstlerischen Bewegung des letzten Jahrzehnts hat sich das bewusste Streben
herausbegildet, Wohnungen und Hausrat feinfühlender Menschen wieder zu einer einheitlichen
Schöpfung von tiefster Bedeutung für unser äusseres und inneres Leben zu steigern, ihnen ein
ausdrucksvolles künstlerisches Gepräge, einen Stil, zu geben und hiermit die Grundlage für eine
Hauskultur zu schaffen, die wir seit länger als einem halben Jahrhundert nicht mehr besessen haben.”
Hermann Wahrlich, Wohnung und Hausrat. Beispiele neuzeitlicher Wohnräume und ihrer Ausstattung
(Munich: F. Bruckmann, 1908), iii.
18
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heady climate of renewal, was coming of age as an ambitious architect and designer in
Wilhelmine Germany.

The Birth of Interior Decorating as a Profession
While Jugendstil designers sought redemption for society through the Gesamtkunstwerk,
merging the arts into a visionary synthesis, and Wohnreform optimistically sought to right
society’s ills through good design, the early twentieth century in the United States also saw the
emergence of the professional interior decorator as a separate discipline. 19 On the one hand,
this phenomenon constituted a triumph for the rights of professional women (since it tended to
be a field aimed at women consumers led by women practitioners) but on the other, as
architects geared up in response, it resulted in the marginalization of decorating at the expense

For a discussion of the rise of interior decorating as a profession, see Grace Lees-Maffei, “Introduction:
Professionalization as a Focus in Interior Design History,” Journal of Design History 21, no. 1 (Spring
2008): 2–3; Anne Massey, Interior Design of the Twentieth Century (New York: Thames and Hudson,
1990): Peter McNeill, “Designing Women: Gender, Sexuality, and the Interior Decorator, c. 1890–1940”
Art History 17, no. 4 (December 1994): 631–57; Sanders, “Curtain Wars”; John F. Pile, Interior Design
(New York: Abrams, 1985); and Penny Sparke, Elsie de Wolfe: The Birth of Modern Interior Decoration
(New York: Acanthus, 2009). See also Robbie G. Blakemore, History of Interior Design and Furniture:
From Ancient Europe to Nineteenth-Century Europe, 2nd ed. (Hoboken, NJ: J. Wiley and Sons, 2006);
Mario Praz, An Illustrated History of Interior Decoration (New York: Thames and Hudson, 1982);
Thornton, Authentic Décor; and Stanley Abercrombie and Augustus Sherrill Whiton, Interior Design and
Decoration, 6th ed. (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 2008). On the development of the profession
in Germany, see Stefan Muthesius, “Publishing the Modern Home: Magazines and the Domestic Interior
1870-1965,” Journal of Design History 18, no. 1, (Spring, 2005), 7-20: Sigrid Sangl, Biedermeier to
Bauhaus (London: Frances Lincoln, 2000); and Hans Wichman, Aufbruch zum Neuen Wohnen (Basel:
Birkhäuser, 1978). On the rise of women in the architectural profession in Germany during the Wilhelmine
period, see Despina Stratigakos, “Skirts and Scaffolding: Women Architects, Gender and Design in
Wilhelmine Germany,” (PhD diss., Bryn Mawr College, 1999). Indicative of the recent burst of interest in
the history and theory of the interior is the anthology INTIMUS: Interior Design Theory Reader, edited by
Mark Taylor and Julieanna Preston (Chichester: Wiley-Academy, 2006). For a succinct history of the field
of interior decoration, see “A Brief History of Interior Design,” ILDNY, https://www.idlny.org/history-ofinterior-design/. On the parallel histories of interior design and interior decorating, see Marianne Eggler,
Erica Morawski, and Sara Desvernine Reed, “The Case of William Pahlmann: Challenging the Canon of
Modern Design,” in Design History Beyond the Canon, ed. Jennifer Kaufmann-Buhler, Victoria Rose
Pass, and Christopher S. Wilson (London: Bloomsbury, 2019), 195, 204n31, 205n33.
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of the more “heroic” discipline of architecture, due to the traditional gender-based bias against
decoration. 20
According to the advocacy group Interior Designers for Legislation in New York (IDLNY),
the term “interior decorator” was first used in the United States at this time to describe
practitioners who, as the IDLNY has noted, generally lacked academic training, “but the best of
them had a combination of good taste, common senses, and natural talent to interpret and
address the issues, such as scale and proportion.” 21 Heralded as the first professional
decorator, the self-taught expert on the benefits of good taste Elsie de Wolfe, parlayed her
social connections and background in theatrical productions to land her first major professional
commission for the interiors of New York’s Colony Club, an exclusive new women’s club in New
York City, in 1905, four years after the Darmstadt exhibition in Germany. 22 Both projects, while
on two separate continents and with different formal qualities, share an emphasis on a rejection
of the excessive ornamentation and eclectic historicism of what might be called a Victorian era
interior design aesthetic, and a belief in the transformative potential of good design in the
interior.
On the gender-based bias against interior decorating, see, for example, Bridget Eliot and Janice
Helland, Women Artists and the Decorative Arts, 1880–1935: The Gender of Ornament (Farnham:
Ashgate, 2002); Lucinda Kaukas Havenhand, “A View from the Margin: Interior Design,” Design Issues
20, no. 4 (Autumn 2004): 32–42; Christine S. E. Magar, “Project Manual for the Glass House,” in
Architecture and Feminism, ed. Debra L. Coleman, Patricia Conway, and Leslie Kanes Weisman (New
York: Princeton University Press, 1996), 72–108; McNeill, “Designing Women”; Sanders, “Curtain Wars”;
Penny Sparke, “Elsie de Wolfe and her Female Clients, 1905–15: Gender, Class and the Professional
Interior Decorator,” in Women's Places: Architecture and Design 1860–1960, ed. Brenda Martin and
Penny Sparke (London: Routledge, 2003): 47–68; Penny Sparke, “The Domestic Interior and the
Construction of Self: The New York Homes of Elsie de Wolfe,” in Interior Design and Identity, ed. Susie
McKellar and Penny Sparke (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2004): 72–91; Sparke, Elsie de
Wolfe; and Penny Sparke, The Modern Interior (London: Reaktion Books, 2008).
20
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“A Brief History of Interior Design.”

De Wolfe, who had, as already noted, pursued a career on the stage before her move into the field of
decorating, understood well the power of physical spaces in constructing identity and how to manipulate
them for dramatic effect. The fact that she lived with her female partner in a same-sex relationship for
many years is a fact that has not been overlooked by scholars and is relevant to my discussion. See, for
example, Penny Sparke, Elsie de Wolfe; and Penny Sparke, “Taste and the Interior Designer,” in After
Taste: Expanded Practice in Interior Design, ed. Kent Kleinman, Joanna Merwood-Salisbury, and Lois
Weinthal (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2012), 14–27.
22
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According to de Wolfe, the interior must be purged in order to set free the honesty of the
architecture beneath:
It is such a relief to return to the tranquil, simple forms of furniture, and to
decorate our rooms by a process of elimination. How many rooms have I not
cleared of junk―this heterogeneous mass of ornamental “period” furniture and
bric-a-brac bought to make a room “look cozy.” Once cleared of these, the
simplicity and dignity of the room comes back, the architectural spaces are freed
and now stand in their proper relation to the furniture. In other words, the
architecture of the room becomes its decoration. 23
This quote suggests that de Wolfe was fully conscious of the problematic status of interior
decorating and was attempting, at least publicly, to maintain the integrity (or at least the idea of
it) in the existing architecture of the interior space.
For de Wolfe, the task of the interior decorator was to create a harmonious interior able
to counter the pernicious dangers of the outside world, to sooth the nerves of the modern
inhabitant and thus fight off neurasthenia and other pathological conditions that were considered
a threat, an idea shared by her European design contemporaries. Along with the rejection of
Victorian excess, de Wolfe recommended offering a sensual experience to the inhabitant that
emphasized an aesthetic of the tactile, and a central tool in her decorator’s toolbox was the
judicious application of soft furnishings—textiles—in the interior. In her groundbreaking 1913
book The House in Good Taste, De Wolfe describes how she covered the handrail of the stair in
the main hall of the Washington Irving House on Irving Place in Manhattan with gray-green
velvet that matched the tone of the nearby woodwork, “and the effect of it was so very good,
and the touch of it so very nice that many of my friends straightaway adopted the idea.” 24 While
a velvet-upholstered balustrade may seem the antithesis of modern interior design today, the
tactile splendor of velvet would play a key role in the interiors of Mies and Reich. The concept
that the careful selection of a controlled number of tasteful furnishings judiciously arranged
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Sparke, Elsie de Wolfe, 26.
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Sparke, Elsie de Wolfe, 31.
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could allow both the architectural core of the room and the space to have its own dignity (to be
“set free”) is continued in the high modernism of Mies and Reich.
While the modern professionalization of the field of interior design took longer to achieve
in Germany than in the United States, 25 the related concerns addressed by early interior design
reformers--gender, domesticity, function, and the architectural relationship to decoration—were
shared internationally. These issues all coalesce into the fabric of the space-dividing curtain
partition, and manifest themselves in the high modernist interiors of Mies and Reich.

The Problem With Decoration
In order to reconcile these disparate narratives, and to consider them in light of the concept of
Mies as decorator, modernism’s attitude towards decoration and interior decorators, based upon
a series of related stereotypes, requires further discussion. The modernist view that situates
architecture at the very top of the hierarchy and interior decorating at the bottom stems from
longstanding beliefs, based, to a great extent, on gender inequities. While historically, European
applied arts were produced by master craftsmen of a higher socioeconomic level and
professional status, by the nineteenth century, following the advent of industrial production, the
majority of applied arts and crafts practitioners occupied a more humble level in the artistic
hierarchy, and a large percentage were women. 26 With the influence of the British Arts and
Crafts movement in Germany, the status of Kunstgewerbe (the applied arts) was reconsidered,
as architects and designers throughout Europe and America heeded the call by William Morris
for design reform.

See, for example, Despina Stratigakos, A Women’s Berlin: Building the Modern City (Minneapolis and
London: Univ. of Minnesota, 2008).
25

26 For a history of the decorative arts seen through the lens of gender, see, for example, Pat Kirkham and
Susan Weber, eds., History of Design: Decorative Arts and Material Culture, 1400–2000 (New York: Bard
Graduate Center, 2013).
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The discursive constructions of the ornamental and the decorative as superficial and
degenerate by Loos and other theorists of the first decades of the twentieth century supported
the inexorable separation of interior design and decorating from the field of architecture and its
descent in the design hierarchy. By the Weimar period, architects of the Neues Bauen were
primarily committed to the pursuit of utopian social issues, new materials and processes, and
functionalism; however, decoration was not on the agenda. As the language of canonical, high
modernism gained wide currency in the 1920s and 1930s, in particular as promoted by the 1932
MoMA International Style exhibition, decoration became increasingly taboo. The exhibition,
discussed in chapter one, popularized a reductive, “less is more” approach to architecture and
design that became the dominant modernist aesthetic, which was furthered by subsequent
MoMA curators such as Edgar Kaufmann, jr. 27
This increasingly uneasy attitude toward the decorative and decorators is illustrated by
the change in name of the Association of Interior Decorators (AID) to the American Institute of
Interior Designers; founded in 1931, the group took used a popular term found in the magazine
Interior Design and Decoration in the 1930s. In 1975, the AID, together with the National Society
of Interior Designers (NSID), was absorbed into the American Society of Interior Designers
(ASID), today the leading professional organization of the field in the United States. 28

27

See Edgar Kaufmann, jr., What is Modern Design (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1950).

28 “A Brief History of Interior Design.” Indicative of the negative and gendered bias toward decorating, the
leading twentieth-century American interior decorator William Pahlmann preferred to be called an “interior
designer” rather than an “interior decorator,” so as not to be confused with, as he put it in 1972, “one of
the little ladies who throw out a piece of chintz and never worry about the architectural background.”
“Viewpoints: Interview with William Pahlmann, F.A.I.D.,” Interior Design (September 1972): 143–50;
quoted in Gina Marie Raimond, “‘A Matter of Taste’: The Interior Designer William C. Pahlmann and the
Creation of an American Style in the Post-World War II Era” (master’s thesis, Smithsonian Associates and
the Corcoran College of Art + Design, Washington, DC, 2010), 98n2. Pertinent to the current discussion is
the fact that Pahlmann contributed to the design of the celebrated Four Seasons Restaurant in Mies’s
Seagram Building, a project generally credited solely to Johnson. I have addressed this subject
elsewhere; see Marianne Eggler, Erica Morawski, and Sara Desvernine Reed, “The Case of William
Pahlmann: Challenging the Canon of Modern Design,” in Design History Beyond the Canon, ed. Jennifer
Kaufmann-Buhler, Victoria Rose Pass, and Christopher S. Wilson (London: Bloomsbury, 2019), 189–207.
For a general study of Pahlmann, see Raimond, “‘A Matter of Taste’.” Like Johnson and many other
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Sanders points out this fraught relationship:
While historians have described how decorating came to be considered a
woman’s pastime, they have yet to account for its emergence as a gay
profession. One likely explanation is that interior design—like two allied design
fields, fashion and theater—attracts a disproportionate number of gay men
because gay men, already marginalized for their apparent femininity, are less
reluctant to assume occupations that have traditionally been deemed feminine. 29
With this conflation of gender and interior decoration in mind, a return to early twentieth
century discussions of the German interior yields further insights. An article by critic lambasting
the gallery interiors of the Berlin art auction house Keller and Reiner published in the design
periodical Innendekoration in March 1908, the same year as Wahrlich’s Wohnung und Hausrat,
describes the galleries as having “der schwülstige Boudoirgeschmack” (effete boudoir taste). 30
This comment that can be translated as “bombastic,” “turgid” or “ornate,” but in English, “turgid”
can also be used to mean “engorged,” “tumescent,” or “swollen,” often with sexual overtones. In
addition, schwül is used to describe the weather, as in “humid” or “steamy,” a German synonym
being in feuchtwarm, but can also translated as “steamy,” a word that can be used to refer to the
body (or, in one of the contemporary slang terms, “hot”). Alternately, it may also point to a truly
pejorative meaning: “oppressive,” as in “oppressive weather,” or “the most oppressive boudoir
taste.”
Furthermore, it is worth noting that directly above the listing and definition of the word
“schwül” in the Oxford Duden German Dictionary is the word “schwul” (without the umlaut), a
common colloquialism for homosexual/gay, a juxtaposition that could possibly reflect the shared
etymological roots of the two terms. 31 To what extent the use of the phrase “schwülstige
colleagues, Pahlmann’s “bachelor” persona was a discrete cover for a gay lifestyle during a period when
the pressure for heteronormative behavior was acute.
29

Sanders, “Curtain Wars.”
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Hermann Schmitz, “Kunst-Salon Keller and Reiner in Berlin,” Innendekoration 19 (March 1908): 87.

31

Oxford Duden German Dictionary (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990), 652.
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Boudoirgeschmack” in the review in Innendekoration was intended as a pejorative commentary
that referenced the perceived overdecoration and eclectic mishmash of historical references in
terms loaded with stereotypes pertaining both to gender and to sexual preference remains open
to further investigation.
Additionally, according to the tenets of modern architecture, interiors are often
understood as a manifestation of the building’s exterior structure—in other words, through
rational, structural requirements—so they are intimately connected with, and inseparable from,
the outside or, as the more philosophical concept of Raum (space). The field of decorating or
interior decorating, on the other hand, implies that the interior is a separate entity with which to
be contended, irrespective of the already existing building, and further implying the addition of
furnishings. But the division between modern architecture and decoration is not as clear-cut as
the canon would suggest; Joel Sanders’s analysis in “Curtain Wars: Architects, Decorators, and
the Twentieth-Century Domestic Interior,” already mentioned, informs this argument, as does
Janet Ward’s insightful analysis of the decorative surfaces of Weimar visual culture and the
discourse regarding modern architecture. 32

Jugendstil’s Fall From Avant-Garde to Excess
Returning to German design reform, it is clear that the Neues Bauen was not simply a reaction
to Jugendstil, but also was indebted to a celebration of industrial materials, such as iron and
glass, and the creation of a new, abstract vocabulary of form. By the 1920s, however, the
Jugendstil aesthetic was seen as overly ornamental and insufficiently abstract or reductive. 33

Janet Ward, Weimar Surfaces: Urban Visual Culture in 1920s Germany (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2001), especially 45–91.
32

33 In a small exhibition held in 1933, Objects: 1900 and Today, which was the museum’s first design
show, Philip Johnson curated an exhibition in which he compared what he called “decorative” designs
(Arts and Crafts and Art Nouveau) with the “useful,” as he termed them, modern designs of the 1930s. As
previously mentioned, the fact that Johnson was preoccupied with the issue of decoration and with
interior decorators is evident in his inviting members of the field to the museum in conjunction with the
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Problematic for Jugendstil’s detractors was its emphasis on Kunstgewerbe, which was
increasingly seen as unprofessional and amateurish, handmade and feminine. As Marco de
Michelis has argued by 1927, the term “kunstgewerblich” had taken on a pejorative meaning
similar to “unsachlich” and “dilettantisch” among proponents of the Neues Bauen. 34 Further, the
primacy of the interior in the Jugendstil (and the corresponding elevation of the status of the
applied artist/designer) may have posed a threat to the traditional status of the professional
architect. In the canonical history of German design, the shift from Jugendstil to the Neues
Bauen is very often explained through the example of Behrens, as previously discussed, using
an evolutionary metaphor that unfolds from more to less.
Responding also to Jugendstil’s debt to empathy theory, German modernists of the
Neues Bauen insisted upon an objective universality of forms that precluded any recognition of
its profound debt to the subjective, decorative, domestic, and feminine aspects of Jugendstil.
This attitude has persisted in contemporary scholarship. Mies biographer Franz Schulze, for
example, described Jugendstil in his 1985 Mies van der Rohe: A Critical Biography in terms of
its “self-conscious aestheticism and dreamy symbolist subjectivity—hardly the desired reduction
of Wilhelmine formal excess.” 35
International Style exhibition. See also Tina di Carlo, “Useful Objects,” in Objects of Design from the
Museum of Modern Art, ed. Paola Antonelli (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2003), 95.
De Michelis reports that, during the decision-making process for the 1927 Werkbund exhibition Die
Wohnung and specifically the Weissenhofsiedlung, that Tessenow’s work was deemed by architects Paul
Bonatz and Paul Schmitthenner to be “unsachlich, kunstgewerblich und dilettantisch” (not
functional/objective, craft-y or design-y, and amateurish/dilettantish). This comment reveals a clear
animosity on the part of architects to the crafts that is also revealed in Mies’s own rejection of Bruno Paul.
See Marco De Michelis, Heinrich Tessenow, 1876–1950 (Milano: Electra, 1991), 130.
34

Franz Schulze, Mies van der Rohe: A Critical Biography (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985),
22. This dismissive attitude is particularly remarkable in light of Peg Weiss’s argument that abstraction in
the fine arts was initiated by the abstract nature of Jugendstil Kunstgewerbe. See Peg Weiss, Kandinsky
in Munich: The Formative Jugendstil Years (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1979), 107–26;
and Peg Weiss, “Kandinsky in Munich: Encounters and Transformations,” in Kandinsky in Munich: 18961914 (New York: Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation, 1982), 28-39. See also Rose-Carol Washton
Long, Kandinsky: The Development of an Abstract Style (Oxford: Clarendon, 1980). In the significantly
revised edition of the Mies biography this problematic passage has been rephrased. Franz Schulze and
Edward Windhorst, Mies van der Rohe: Critical Biography, rev. ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
2014), 17.
35
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Despite the achievements of the Jugendstil, from the vantage point of the Neues Bauen,
a period during which the aesthetic ideals of the Neue Sachlichkeit were celebrated as a
reflection of the sober new sociopolitical and economic realities of post-World War I Germany,
the Jugendstil represented a personal retreat into a dreamy interior realm―an escape from
contemporary reality. By the late 1920s and early 1930s, attitudes toward Jugendstil had
hardened and even become virulent, as evident in such Weimar publications as Platz’s
Wohnräume der Gegenwart, mentioned earlier, which refers to Jugendstil as the “grand
abnormality or deviation of an overextended nervous individualism.” 36 Loaded with gendered
psychological implications, Platz’s comment equates design with the fear of deviation and loss
of control (and need for conformity), particularly disturbing considering that its 1933 publication
coincided with the rising tide of ultra-nationalism in Germany.
While this comment sums up a general shift from an emphasis on individual subjectivity
at the center of late nineteenth- and early twentieth- century design movements toward the
“objectivity,” sobriety and rationality of Neue Sachlichkeit, the situation was considerably more
complex, with Mies’s work a prime example of the comingling of Neue Sachlichkeit’s pursuit of
objective rigor with decidedly Expressionist tendencies and a strong interest in the experiential
aspects of design derived from Jugendstil-era explorations in psychologies of perception. 37

“jene grandiose Verirrung eines überspannten Individualismus.” Gustav Platz, Wohnräume der
Gegenwart (Berlin: Propyläen-Verlag, 1933), 24. Author’s translation.
36

37 Mies’s complex engagement with form was already evident in his activities within avant-garde
Expressionist circles in Berlin in the post-World War I period. His designs harbored Expressionist
tendencies, as Bletter and others have shown, exploiting the formal and symbolic qualities of glass for
their expressive potential while embracing industrial materials and processes. At the same time, Mies
called for a higher level of practice that transcended mere formalism and that was inspired by the goals of
contemporary modern art and by his ever-growing pantheon of philosophical sources. Mies’s efforts in
support of the avant-garde journal G: Material zur elementaren Gestaltung (G – Material for an Elemental
Form-giving) positioned him at the center of avant-garde discussions concerning the nature of form in
theory and praxis. The reference in the journal’s title to “elemental form-giving” communicated a
commitment against predetermined form in favor of a more “essential” and “spiritual” approach. G was
published sporadically from 1923 to 1926. See Bletter, “Expressionism and the New Objectivity,” Journal
of the Society of Architectural Historians, 1981, Vol. 40(1), 108–20; Rosemarie Bletter, “Mies and Dark
Transparency,” in Mies in Berlin, ed. Terence Riley and Barry Bergdoll (New York: Museum of Modern
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Mies vociferously supported the anti-Jugendstil stance, severely criticizing the
handicrafts and refuting the prevailing assumption that handcraftsmanship was innately “ethical”
and superior to the machine-made. In his 1924 essay “Baukunst und Zeitwille!” (Building Art and
the Will of the Epoch), he rails against the “aesthetes” who promulgate their supremacy,
describing such designers as hypocrites who celebrated the handmade while at the same time
reaping the benefits of industrial technology―the electric light and the manufactured book―to
produce their polemical writings. 38 Mies’s comment makes clear that by the mid-1920s he had
formulated a position vis-à-vis various aspects of design reform that were being called into
question, notably, the status of Kunstgewerbe; his comment may be seen both as a reflection of
contemporary architectural discourse and, on another level, a personal disavowal of his own
roots. Bruno Paul, after all, had been an active part of the Munich Jugendstil artistic scene
before leaving for his post at the applied arts museum school in Berlin. Mies made his stance
clear in his notes from around 1950:
The great movement introduced by William Morris was essentially an arts and
crafts movement, something it has remained, in all its shadings, until today. Its
ultimate goal was dwelling and it was successful in achieving its liberation. But in
the course of this development, handicrafts have not risen to the level of a
building art, as is so often stated. Rather, building was more and more
interpreted as handicraft. But wherever real building arose, in industry and
commerce, function was the ultimate form-giver and technology furnished the
constructive means.
Here and not on the Mathildenhöhe the new language was first heard. Of
course one can interpret these things differently. But he who wants a building art
must decide. He must subordinate himself to the great objective demands of the
epoch and realize them constructively. Only in this sense can we understand
Berlage’s saying “building is serving.” 39

Art, 2001), 350–57. See also Fritz Neumeyer, The Artless Word: Mies van der Rohe on the Building Art,
trans. Mark Jarzombek (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1991), 10–19; and Detlef Mertins, “Architectures of
Becoming: Mies van der Rohe and the Avant-Garde,” in Riley and Bergdoll, Mies in Berlin, 106–33.
38 Mies van der Rohe, “Baukunst und Zeitwille,” Der Querschnitt 4, no. 1 (1924), reprinted in Neumeyer,
The Artless Word, 246.

Mies van der Rohe, circa 1950, from unpublished notes to lectures, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe Papers,
Library of Congress, Washington, DC, quoted in Neumeyer, The Artless Word, 327.
39
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The intensity of this and other, similar discussions surrounding the issue of form and the
reaction against Jugendstil that occupied the architects and critics of the Neues Bauen does not
obscure the considerable continuities between the two cultural movements. The persistent and
ongoing prejudice against the Jugendstil is closely linked to negative attitudes toward
decoration, although in the case of Mies and Reich, decoration is still present, albeit in a rarified
and abstracted form.
For the practitioners of the Neues Bauen, the Jugendstil was seen as an overly
aestheticized and even degenerate artistic phase that celebrated form for its own sake and was
divorced from the realities of the modern world. Already by the 1910s, German artists,
architects, designers, architects, and critics pointed out the “irrational” motivations of those who
followed the Jugendstil. This attitude may have had nationalist overtones, particularly after
World War I, in reaction to the internationalism (and overly feminine quality) of Art Nouveau.
Indeed, the formation of the German Werkbund in 1907 may be understood as resulting in part
from the ongoing pressures felt by Germany due to the historic leadership in design excellence
of France.
Even contemporary historian Peter Gay, a scholar arguably sensitive to the many
nuances of modernism, is not immune to the urge to perpetuate the hierarchy with a wellmeaning jab at decorators:
During the second half of Queen Victoria’s reign, alternatives for gratifying the
bourgeoisie’s cultural appetites multiplied with exhilarating and alarming speed. It
was around 1880 that rivulets of unconventional paintings, poems, and
sculptures, buildings, compositions, and plays flowed together into a torrent of
rebellion against dominant ways in the arts. Modernist styles were growing into a
formidable force; even interior decorators started to scorn time-honored tastes. 40
Always behind the truly avant-garde, and lowest in rank, the decorator continues to be the
whipping boy of the arts, seen as easily swayed by the ever-fluctuating vagaries of superficial

Peter Gay, Pleasure Wars, vol. 5 of The Bourgeois Experience: Victoria to Freud (New York: W. W.
Norton, 1998), 192.
40
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fashion as well as by the troublesome notion of taste, a concept that suggests the
unenlightened yet opinionated client.
But a return to the image of the Damenzimmer, the quintessential theatrical bourgeois
interior, with its horror vacui, dust-collecting bric-a-brac, and historicist focus which is now in
order. While this plush, overstuffed interior seems at first completely at odds with the modern
style of the elegantly reductive interiors of Mies and Reich, a closer investigation of the
Damenzimmer reveals that fabric curtains are being used in the scene not only at the window,
to provide decoration, warmth, and privacy from the outside world, but also as a spatial partition
between different rooms―in the form of a portière. 41 The ancestor of Mies’s and Reich’s fabric
partitions, this curtain-as-wall constitutes a connection between historicist past and Weimar
Neues Bauen, problematizing the tendency to declare a strict rupture between pre-modern and
modern, architecture and interior decoration, and decoration and function. Indeed, the use of
soft furnishings in the domestic interior for decorative, functional, and symbolic reasons links
Mies (and Reich) with Mies’s most oft-cited historical model, Karl Friedrich Schinkel, a point
which begs a rethinking of the parameters of Mies’s classicism.

Part II: The Roots of “Soft Classicism” in the Work of Mies: Interior Decorating, Schinkel, and
the Hanging Fabric Partition in Historical Context
The prevailing understanding of Mies’s relationship to the architecture of the ancient past
has contributed considerably to the construction of his heroic, even mythic, stature. 42 An
established characteristic of his architectural oeuvre, Mies’s stripped-down classicism has long
The portière, or hanging fabric door, was a staple traditional of interior décor in Europe that remained in
use through the twentieth century. Jenny Gibbs, Curtains and Drapes: History, Design, Inspiration
(London: Cassell, 1996), 178. See chapter 4 for a detailed discussion of the history of the room-dividing
curtain/wall and privacy screen, in relation to the discourse on the relationship between architecture,
interior design, clothing and fashion, and the body.
41

42 See, for example, Henry-Russell Hitchcock, Jr., Philip Johnson, and Lewis Mumford, Modern
Architecture--International Exhibition (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1932) 112; Peter Blake, The
Master Builders: Le Corbusier, Mies van der Rohe, Frank Lloyd Wright (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1960),
264–66; and Curtis, Modern Architecture Since 1900, 142, 308.
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been attributed to the influence of Prussian nineteenth-century architect Karl Friedrich
Schinkel. 43 Indeed, Mies himself laid claim to an artistic inheritance derived from Schinkel’s
tectonics. However, Schinkel’s model proved to have wider parameters, as scholars in recent
decades have pointed out, shedding light, for example, on the roots of Mies’s interest in the
relationship between architecture and nature, and the underlying theme of the theatrical in his
work. 44 In the spirit of such reassessments, an acknowledgment of the importance of Schinkel’s
interior design for Mies yields considerable insight.
This section once again positions the device of the curtain/wall at center stage, while
reconsidering Mies’s relationship to the antique. This interpretation proposes a new
understanding of his classicism, one that pays homage to Schinkel’s penchant for suggesting
the transformation of materials while staging virtuosic interior settings in which hanging curtains,
space-dividing draperies, privacy screens, and the tent form perform a key role in the production
of domestic space. It expands upon canonical histories that emphasize Mies’s appropriation of
Greek trabeated construction to consider the ways in which the decorative and functional use of
the curtain/wall in the ancient Roman house of the elite, the domus, was echoed in the work of
Schinkel in the early nineteenth century, interpreted by Bruno Paul in the early twentieth, and
finally took form in the Weimar interiors of Mies and Reich. The device of the fabric partition is
recognized here as an important component of classical interior space—a form of “soft
classicism”—that functioned to ornament a room and create a sense of drama while at the same
time, facilitating the control of physical and optical space through the device of the partition.
In a close comparison of the work of Schinkel, Paul, and the team of Mies and Reich,
striking formal similarities in the handling of fabric come to light. One such design treatment— a

43 According to Neumeyer, Paul Westheim was the first critic to cite Schinkel as an influence on Mies;
Philip Johnson and many others would follow suit. Neumeyer, The Artless Word, 76, 354n47.

See in particular Barry Bergdoll, Karl Friedrich Schinkel: An Architecture for Prussia (New York: Rizzoli
International, 1994), 26–31, and 103-170. See also Bergdoll, “The Nature of Mies’s Space,” in Riley and
Bergdoll, Mies in Berlin, 72–73.
44

173

particular arrangement of materials that juxtaposes a dramatic swath of fabric, especially
hanging in rippling folds, behind a surface of glass that is articulated with a grid pattern or other
geometric motif. The genesis of this design approach could be located in the neoclassical
period, as seen in the work of Schinkel and his contemporaries; it returned as a NeoBiedermeier flourish in the work of Paul, and is discernable in vestigial, highly abstracted form in
the work of Mies. In fact, it too, has roots in the classical past, and its appearance deserves
consideration, particularly for the ways in which fabric plays a major role, adapted to designs of
various scales and functions.
This discussion is followed by an analysis of the use of fabric partitions in ancient Rome,
considering the reasons for and ramifications of partitioning space, and the social contexts and
anxieties that motivated such spatial manipulation. The creation of “rooms within rooms” in the
Roman domus separated space and created a sense of enclosure, privacy, and security, but
also communicated social hierarchies in terms of gender and power. The fabric curtain partition
has played a starring role as a dynamic architectural and decorative element in the staging of
the domestic interior since classical antiquity.

Unpacking Classicism: Schinkel the Decorator
Pointing to the return to classicism in the first decade of the twentieth century, Franz Schulze (in
yet another jab at German Art Nouveau) referred to this trend as a “sobering antidote to the
curvilinear license of the theretofore-popular Jugendstil.” 45 Schulze locates Mies’s classicism as
evidenced in his first architectural design, the Riehl House, as a part of this contemporary
movement—the Neo-Biedermeier—locating in the work “a reflection of Mies’s lifelong taste for

45 Franz Schulze, “Mies van der Rohe: His Work and Thought,” in Ludwig Mies van der Rohe: The
Tugendhat House, ed. Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat and Wolf Tegethoff (Vienna: Springer, 2000), 101.
Schulze’s essay was omitted from the 2020 edition of this book for lack of space; see Daniela HammerTugendhat, Ivo Hammer, and Wolf Tegethoff, eds., Tugendhat Haus: Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, 3rd ed.
(Basel: Birkhäuser, 2020), 7.
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classical sobriety, for understated expression and clarity of form.” 46 Schulze’s inference that the
Jugendstil is overstated, lacking in clarity and sobriety, and tainted by “curvilinear license”
(implicating the decorative) is an approach, as we have seen, that is common to the modernist
canon. According to this view, a return to the rationality of classicism had apparently purged the
specter of the subjective and the decorative (despite seemingly “un-modern” characteristics of
ancient classical architecture such as symmetry, a high level of ornamentation, and polychromy,
aspects modern architecture would seem to eschew).
The primary classicizing element traditionally recognized in Mies’s architecture consists
of his referencing of post-and-lintel construction, evolved from the form of the ancient Greek
temple as filtered through Schinkel’s neoclassical interpretations and then translated by Peter
Behrens. 47 Additionally, Mies’s work is seen as imbued with philosophical or even spiritual
aspects of classicism, notions that Mies himself cultivated: a sense of perfect harmony, ideal
form, strength, and permanence, attributes that have been used to describe the greatest
architectural monuments of the classical Greek past. Indeed, it is this heroic, spiritual aspect,
interpreted in Mies’s work as universal and transcendent, and intimately related to the very roots
of western architecture, which is recognized as one of his greatest achievements. His greatest
masterpieces, including the Barcelona Pavilion, Farnsworth House, and Neue Nationalgalerie,
are among the many examples for which the classical elements are considered central to their
canonization. Venturing beyond Mies’s debt to the Greeks, the following discussion expands our
understanding of Mies’s classicism, and in this context, Schinkel’s legacy requires a fresh look.
The exalted place that Schinkel holds in the Mies narrative was to a great extent the
result of Mies’s own efforts, part of his deliberate professional makeover which tended to

46

Schulze, “Mies van der Rohe: His Work and Thought,” 101.

47 Stanford Anderson’s 1991 article argues this point; see Anderson, “The Legacy of German
Neoclassicism and Biedermeier: Behrens, Tessenow, Loos, and Mies,” Assemblage, no. 15 (1991): 63–
87, https://doi.org/10.2307/3171126.
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downplay the early, Wilhelmine portion of his career (and diminished the role of Paul, as we
have seen). Mies stated in 1959: “The Altes Museum in Berlin—you could learn everything in
architecture from it—and I tried to do that.” 48 Indeed, Schinkel’s primacy as a formative
architectural model in Prussian Germany, in conjunction with the sturdy, “honest” seriousness of
the style and mentality of the Biedermeier and its early twentieth-century revival, was a leading
source for architects during the early career of Mies.
However, another source of artistic stimulation for Mies within Schinkel’s work, flowing
beneath Schinkel’s architectural virtuosity and stylistic appropriation that is not part of the
canon, was the manipulation of the soft tools of the decorator. The decorative and interior
decoration had become the subject of considerable mistrust in architecture and design in the
first decades of the twentieth century, and it is therefore not surprising that its existence as an
important thread linking Mies to Schinkel would be overlooked. The fact that the soft furnishings
in Mies’s interiors have consistently been attributed to Reich’s collaborative role has also
contributed to this oversight. Not monumental, these soft furnishings are nonetheless key
aspects of Mies’s domestic architecture, as they operate, as we have seen, as mechanisms in
the functioning of the open plan.
Schinkel’s interest in the articulation of the domestic interior and his penchant for
inserting devices of spatial partition and visual control in the form of decorative textiles is evident
in several of his interior designs, and even a cursory glance at his interior oeuvre shows the
repeated use of hanging drapery. However, the Schinkel literature gives only brief attention to
this important component of his interior décor, focusing primarily on Schinkel’s so-called tent
room in Schloss Charlottenhof in Potsdam (1826–33) [FIG. 3.4; FIG. 3.5]. The main exceptions
to this scholarly oversight include the work of Johannes Sievers, whose 1950 book Karl
Friedrich Schinkel, Lebenswerk: Die Möbel devotes a seven-page chapter to the topic, titled
48
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“Stoffe: Vorhänge, Draperien, Stoffmuster, Herkunft der Stoffe” (Fabrics: Curtains, Draperies,
Fabric Samples, the Origin of Fabrics). 49 More recently, Bergdoll’s scholarship considers
Schinkel’s curtains and tented spaces, particularly in the context of his theatrical oeuvre, and
Stanley Tigerman’s writings and exhibition design have also highlighted Schinkel’s use of fabric
drapery and its theatricality. 50 However, no in-depth comparative analysis linking Schinkel’s
drapery with that of Paul and Mies and Reich, and to its roots in ancient Rome, has yet been
undertaken.
A brief contextualization of Schinkel’s interior design aesthetic within the neoclassical
movement is useful here. An aesthetic component of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment,
neoclassicism in France championed the language of classical antiquity as an appropriate
choice for the post-revolutionary era. Stylistically, neoclassicism was a repudiation of the
lighthearted Rococo exuberance of the Ancien Régime as well as the result of the explosion of
interest in classical archaeology in the wake of the discovery of the ancient Roman sites of
Pompeii and Herculaneum. The enthusiasm for the neoclassical style in France resulted in the
imperial commissions of Charles Percier (1764-1838) and Pierre-François-Léonard Fontaine
(1762-1853), who glorified the Napoleonic regime with elaborately realized and highly theatrical
neo-Roman interiors featuring hanging draperies and military tents. Codified in Percier and
Johannes Sievers, Karl Friedrich Schinkel, Lebenswerk: Die Möbel (Berlin: Deutscher Kunstverlag,
1950), 102–08. A postwar continuation of a 1931 project to publish Schinkel’s oeuvre, Sievers’s book
outlines the use of fabrics in front of doors, windows, and mirrors, and on walls, in folds and smoothly
stretched, which is inextricably linked to the overall artistic composition of Schinkel's interiors. Sievers
writes (102), “Die mit Hilfe von Stoffen verschiedener Art vor Türen, Fenstern, Spiegeln and an Wänden,
teils in Falten gerafften, teils glatt gespannten Dekorationen sind mit der künstlerischen
Gesamtkomposition eines Schinkelschen Innenraumes untrennbar verbunden.” See also Bärbel Hedinger
and Julia Berger, eds. Karl Friedrich Schinkel: Möbel und Interieur (Munich: Deutscher Kunstverlag,
2002).
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Bergdoll, Karl Friedrich Schinkel; Stanley Tigerman, “Notes on the Karl Friedrich Schinkel Exhibition,” in
Karl Friedrich Schinkel: The Drama of Architecture, ed. John Zukowsky (Chicago: Art Institute of Chicago,
1994), 167-70. Tigerman, who served as exhibition designer for the 1994 exhibition Karl Friedrich
Schinkel 1781–1841: The Drama of Architecture at the Art Institute of Chicago, also designed a related
exhibition for the museum. In the show and its accompanying catalogue, Tigerman explored Schinkel’s
influence, in particular on Mies’s and Reich’s German textile exhibition design at the 1929 International
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Fontaine’s Recueil de décorations intérieures (Collection of Interior Designs), a highly influential
publication that first appeared in print in 1801 and was issued as a complete volume in 1812, 51
the Empire style was transmitted from France to Prussia and other foreign destinations through
the publication of late eighteenth- and early-nineteenth century German language publications
such as F.A. Leo’s Magazine für Freunde des Guten Geschmacks (Magazine for Lovers of
Good Taste) 52 and L. W. Wittich’s Magazine für Freunde eines Geschmackvollen
Ameublements (Magazine for Lovers of Tasteful Furnishing). 53

Pitching the Tent: War Imagery in the Domestic Interior
Writing eloquently about the power of drapery in interior design as well as in depicted form, in
paintings, art historian and fashion scholar Anne Hollander charts its history and analyzes its
symbolic potential. According to Hollander, “There were ways of using cloth—whether for ritual
or honorific or practical purposes—as a movable architectural element similar to a screen; the
point is that a flat curtain altered the existing space.” 54 She points to drapery’s dramatic
qualities, both in theatrical settings as well as in the context of interiors both sacred and secular:
“Just as representations of draped material once were a satisfying decoration for the settings of
51 Charles Percier and Pierre-François-Léonard Fontaine, Recueil de decorations intèrieures comprenant
tout ce qui a rapport a rapport à l’ameublement comme vases trépieds, candélabras,cassolettes, lustres,
girandoles, lampes, chandeliers, cheminées miroirs, écrans, etc. (Paris: Les auteurs, 1801, 1812). This
text became a widely consulted source for neoclassical furnishings, popularizing their Empire style. See
Charles Percier and Pierre-François-Léonard Fontaine, The Complete Works of Percier and Fontaine,
trans. Yolanda Stern Broad (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2018). On Percier and Fontaine
and the Empire style, see also Eleanor P. DeLorme, ed., Joséphine and the Arts of the Empire (Los
Angeles: Getty Museum, 2005); Madeleine Deschamps, Empire (New York: Abbeville Press, 2004); Odile
Nouvel and Anne Dion-Tenenbaum, Symbols of Power: Napoleon and the Art of the Empire Style, 1800–
1815 (New York: Abrams, 2007); Iris Moon, The Architecture of Percier and Fontaine and the Struggle for
Sovereignty in Revolutionary France (London: Routledge, 2017); and Jennifer Olshin, “The Contribution
of Percier and Fontaine to the History of the Decorative Arts” (master’s thesis, Bard Graduate Center for
Studies in the Decorative Arts, 1998).
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heroic or holy scenes, so it has come to appear the proper framework for the intensified events
of dramatic art. Even if a curtain does not rise or part but only surrounds the action, the
plenteous folds on either side indicate the presence of magic and myth, with the emotionally
nourishing suggestion of luxury and excess.” 55 Hollander also describes the symbolic
ramifications of tents: “Tents are freighted with all the mythological power of any sudden
manifestation: they may appear overnight in huge numbers in the desert wastes, or rise like
visions in dark, empty forests, and then just as suddenly vanish. In the Western European
imagination tents were associated not only with military camps but also with the exotic customs
of the East.” 56
Inspired by French sources, in particular Percier and Fontaine, Karl Friedrich Schinkel
showcased the use of hanging textiles and military tent motif for the interiors he designed for
royal clients in Prussia. 57 Percier and Fontaine utilized the tent motif extensively, most notably in
their remodeling of the imperial palace at Malmaison, which had been acquired by Napoleon
and Josephine in 1799. Commissioned by the Empress, the project that constituted the zenith of
the Empire style in France. The tent motif is introduced immediately on the façade of the
building in the form of an entrance pavilion and continues in the Council Room [FIG. 3.6] and
Napoleon’s bedroom. The most luxurious version of the theme is realized in Empress
Josephine’s formal bedroom [FIG. 3.7], designed by Percier’s pupil, the architect, decorator, and
landscape designer Louis-Martin Berthault (1770–1823), who had been hired by Josephine as
the successor to Percier and Fontaine; Berthault began modifying the interiors of the palace in
55
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Bergdoll, for example, points out the tent room’s debt to French precedents, notably to designs by
Bélanger at Bagatelle and by Percier and Fontaine’s at Malmaison. He further points out the role played
by Schinkel’s patron, Crown Prince Friedrich Wilhelm (later Friedrich Wilhelm IV, King of Prussia, 1840–
61), who actively collaborated with Schinkel on the designs for Charlottenhof and other buildings on the
site. A great admirer of Percier and Fontaine, the Crown Prince visited their Paris atelier in 1851.
Bergdoll, Karl Friedrich Schinkel, 141, 153.
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1810. 58 The elaborately decorated interior, inspired by a Roman emperor’s military tent, is
complete with red silk wall treatment, an army of “tent supports” standing guard in the form of
attenuated gilt columns, and an oculus-like top opening. Once again, as per the custom in
Empire interiors, the bed is positioned with its length parallel to the wall. 59
In the empress’s bedroom, a highly realized statement of imperial propaganda is
communicated through the theatrical magnificence of the fabric-draped interior. This tendency
toward drama was exploited by Schinkel too, albeit to a different, more subdued, bourgeois
effect; the fact that Percier and Fontaine had backgrounds in theater design, as did Schinkel, is
not surprising. 60 The Classically-inspired “tent within a tent” effect achieved in the design of
Josephine’s ceremonial bedroom would later resurface in Schinkel’s interiors in restrained form.
In an effort to analyze the various meanings of the curtain partition and the tent form
transmitted from Percier and Fontaine to Schinkel, and on to Paul and then to Mies and Reich, it
is useful to begin with a tent which has long been identified as one of Napoleon’s military
campaign tents, used during the Spanish campaign in 1808-09, made of a blue-and-white
striped ticking and commissioned in 1808 from Poussin et Lejeune, a Parisian tapissier

On Berthault, see Jean-Denys Devauges, "Louis-Martin Berthault, architecte, décorateur, paysagiste"
in Napoléon 1er et Marie-Louise à Compiègne: La politique de l’amour, ed. Jean-Marie Sani (Paris:
Réunion des musées nationaux, 2010), 48-51. See also Palace of Malmaison website, “The Castle,”
“Architecture and Décor,”
https://musees-nationaux-malmaison.fr/chateau-malmaison/en/architecture-and-decor
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Abercombie and Whiton, Interior Design and Decoration, 470.

Just as Schinkel’s early career included designing for the stage, Charles Percier was employed as a
scenery painter for the Paris Opera following the French Revolution, and later, joined by Fontaine,
designed theater sets. Abercombie and Whiton, Interior Design and Decoration, 507. Schinkel’s
innovative developments in stage design are recognized as the bridge between the unwieldy Baroque
stage sets with their elaborate, fixed point of view, and more modern sets with illusionistic painted
backgrounds, therefore paving the way for the development of the contemporary proscenium stage
format. See Marie Ursula Riemann-Reyner, The Theatre,” 107-112, in Michael Snodin, ed. Karl Friedrich
Schinkel: A Universal Man (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1991), 108. Bergdoll has analyzed
this important aspect of Schinkel’s career in detail; see Bergdoll, Karl Friedrich Schinkel, 15–20. See also
Forster, “’Only Things That Stir the Imagination’,” 22.
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(upholsterer) [FIG. 3.8]. 61 A potent architectural symbol of France’s military domination over
much of Europe in the early nineteenth century (and, specifically for Schinkel, the French
occupation of Prussia from 1806 to 1813), this textile relic of Napoleon’s military incursions has
been preserved and exhibited as a French national treasure. 62
Schinkel’s tent room in Schloss Charlottenhof, his best-known interior utilizing the tent
motif, is a space whose décor, although often discussed by scholars, warrants further
consideration. This celebrated room is one of a number of interiors created by Schinkel for the
Prussian royal family, which included the redecoration of the royal palaces in Berlin and
Charlottenburg, projects undertaken by the Prussian royal couple King Friedrich Wilhelm III and
Queen Luise in 1809, upon their return to Berlin following their forced exile during French
occupation. The king and queen were first attracted to Schinkel’s theatrical abilities; impressed
with his early experiments in innovative set design and elaborately staged and popular
dioramas, they became his patrons. 63 Schloss Charlottenhof was acquired by the king as a gift
to Crown Prince Friedrich Wilhelm IV (who ruled as King of Prussia from 1840 to 1861) upon his
wedding to Princess Elizabeth. The Crown Prince, a great admirer of Percier and Fontaine (he
visited their Paris atelier), played an active role in the commission, collaborating with Schinkel
on the design. 64 Bergdoll, Karl Friedrich Schinkel, 141.

Moon, The Architecture of Percier and Fontaine, 141–43. See also David G. Chandler, The Campaigns
of Napoleon (New York: Scribner’s, 1973).
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62 Discovered in a warehouse outside Paris in 1983, the tent is now enshrined in the collection of the
Mobilier National, Paris. The tent was included in a traveling exhibition of nineteenth-century Napoleonic
silks from Lyon that was displayed at the Fashion Institute of Technology in New York. Fred Ferretti,
“Napoleonic Silks—and His Tent,” New York Times, November 17, 1983. Subsequent research has
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1808-1809. “Body of the oval ceremonial tent called ‘Napoleon’s Tent,’” Collection of the Mobilier
National, Paris, France, https://collection.mobiliernational.culture.gouv.fr/recherche?q=Napoleon%20tent.
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Designed originally for the ladies-in-waiting to the crown princess, Schinkel’s tent room
bears a striking resemblance to Napoleon’s military tent. 65 With its walls covered in blue-andwhite linen twill, its source is evident in its pattern and color as well as in the frieze detailing. 66 In
addition, the space overly references Percier and Fontaine’s interiors at the Château de
Malmaison. The campaign tent interior is further developed in the bed, folding chair, and stool
designs, executed in iron. Schinkel’s tent room was originally intended to house the Prussian
princess’s ladies-in-waiting, but its function evolved, appropriately enough considering the tent
metaphor, into that of a temporary lodging for guests, where Schinkel himself would sleep. 67
Bergdoll has pointed to the tent room’s design as an evocative reminder of past travels to exotic
places undertaken by a frequent and esteemed visitor to the room, the renowned naturalist
Alexander von Humboldt. 68 Just as Schinkel’s other royal “follies” can be seen as elements in
an elaborate stage set, a fantasy retreat for his royal patrons, the tent room was clearly intended
to invoke the romance and adventure of travel to distant lands while in full safety, comfort, and
hygiene. The original floor featured a meadow-green background strewn with flowers, which
appeared to bring nature inside; it was rendered in linoleum, a modern and easy-to-clean
industrial material. 69 The gendered implications of this design are particularly interesting;
considering the reference to the battlefield, the iron spear motif transformed into a tent pole,
while charmingly domesticated into an element of décor for ladies of the court, still constitutes a
reminder of the disastrous, not-so-distant war with France and its subsequent occupation of
Prussia, and suggests the need for protective enclosure.
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The colors white and blue were also chosen because of their reference to the colors of the Bavarian
flag, symbolic of the birthplace of Crown Princess Elizabeth. Bergdoll, Karl Friedrich Schinkel, 229n21.
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Heinz Schönemann, Karl Friedrich Schinkel: Charlottenhof, Potsdam-Sanssouci (Stuttgart: Axel
Menges, 1997), 17.
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The power of such overtly militaristic iconography in interior décor would be reasserted
later in German history, once again at a time of great national pride; the so-called
“Rüstzeugmode” (armored style) of the 1870 and 1880s, a proud expression of Gründerzeit
historicism [FIG. 3.9], would, as the century came to an end, manifest the imperial sabre-rattling
of Wilhelmine Germany in the period leading up to World War I. 70 In the hands of a “protomodernist” like Mies’s mentor Bruno Paul, the forms would continue, albeit in highly abstracted
form, as evident in Paul’s model dining room on display at the First International Exhibition of
Modern Decorative Art in Turin in 1902 [FIG. 3.10]. In this Jugendstil interior, Paul’s wall
treatment, with its pointed pinnacles extending vertically and overlapping the decorated frieze
relief above, suggests a series of upright columns attached to an armature from which fabric is
hanging, echoing Schinkel’s spear-as-tent-pole motif. This conflation of actual hanging fabric
portières and faux fabric in concert with columnar forms, a premonition of Paul’s move toward
the stripped-down classicism of the Neo-Biedermeier style, will become, in the interiors of Mies
and Reich, the very fabric of architecture itself and a key actor in the staging of the modern
open plan.
Important to a discussion tracing the impact of Schinkel’s interiors on Mies is recognizing
the significance of one of Schinkel’s characteristic and dramatic design approaches—the illusion
of material transformation— evident in the playful “tent-within-a-tent motif,” as used in the tent
room, and the way in which the simple blue-and-white striped fabric continues visually as it
morphs from wall covering to window dressing to door hanging to bed canopy. This illusionistic
approach, privileging hanging fabric as key element in the design of the interior and positioning
viewer subjectivity at center stage, is important for the ways that its use of fabric for spatial
division and a sense of material transformation appears in the modern interiors of Mies and
Reich.
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See Eggler, “Imperial Anxiety and Aggressive Décor,” 139–57.
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Schinkel’s ability to exploit the subjective potential of viewer response has been long
recognized by scholars. 71 This aspect of Schinkel’s creative toolbox is of interest here because
it provides a way of thinking about how Mies and Reich’s interiors similarly play with illusions of
material transformation, theatricality, and the organization of space through the framing devices,
especially in the form of textiles, that outline the view and manipulate viewer response, creating
a mood. Schinkel’s design for Queen Luise’s bedroom in the New Pavilion (now called the
Schinkel Pavilion) in the park of Schloss Charlottenburg [FIG. 3.11; FIG. 3.12] is a prime
example of this approach. While considerably more understated in tone than Percier and
Fontaine’s and Berthault’s interiors, the bedroom interior nonetheless reveals a substantial debt
to the French prototypes. In fact, Percier and Fontaine’s 1801 publication, inspired by the
designers’ travels to Rome and by the excavations at Pompeii and Herculaneum, served as a
specific model for Schinkel’s design for the queen’s bed. 72
In the queen’s bedroom, a sense of implied movement and even metamorphosis is
evident in Schinkel’s approach. The hanging swaths of fabric decorating the walls fall into
deliberate columns in a consummate play with the language of classicism. The pear wood side
tables utilize the form of a four-sided ionic capital as the tabletop [FIG. 3.13]. In a virtuosic visual
transformation of wood into textile, the center area of the wooden capital between the two
volutes is simultaneously treated as a piece of draped fabric, caught up at both ends by the
scrolling corner forms. This same “hanging fabric” motif is continued at the head and foot of the
bed, and even in the overall languorous curve of the bed form itself; this effect is heightened by
the carved trim at the bed’s curved edge, which resembles a ribbon whose tied ends finish with
Termed “romantic classicism,” this aspect of Schinkel’s oeuvre constituted an architectural movement
indebted to the Romantic movement in literature. Bergdoll has described Schinkel’s romantic classicism
as constituting a series of oppositional pairings intrinsic to the architect’s work, pointing out “the polarity of
the classical and the romantic, the pagan and the medieval.” Bergdoll, Karl Friedrich Schinkel, 33.This
eclectic formal language in Schinkel is concerned with evoking a series of moods in the viewer. See also
Helmut Börsch-Supan, “Schinkel the Artist,” in Snodin, Karl Friedrich Schinkel, 9–15.
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Abercrombie and Whiton, Interior Design and Decoration, 474.
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a flourish at the head and foot of the bed. The drapery device is continued at the bed’s lower
edges, where the feet serve as extensions of the columns marking the corners of the bed frame.
This virtual transformation of one material into another can, of course, be interpreted as
a reference to the theory in architecture that the classical stone temple evolved from earlier,
ephemeral versions made of wood, and also a reference to the fact that Roman masonry
architecture was festooned with swags of drapery for ceremonial purposes (the source, as well,
for the traditional American ritual of decorating buildings on Independence Day and other
national holidays). 73 This fabric motif is further continued in the wall treatment, with panels of
draped white mousseline (covering pink wallpaper) gathered and attached at intervals
suggesting the appearance of vertical columns in between the drapery. This classical treatment
of the drapery is reinforced by the way Schinkel has rendered the frieze in fabric, segmenting it
into a row of fabric rectangles, each gathered into the middle to create a series of geometric
forms that translate the language of the classical orders into a softly flattened, decorative fabric
wall.
In describing Schinkel’s design for the Queen’s bedroom as emphasizing viewer
subjectivity, Bergdoll points out the evocative effects of the interior and the communicative
potential of fabric:
By the simple means of white muslin stretched over rose-papered walls, light was
reflected and filtered through the material to create the glowing effect of sunrise,
breaking down the boundaries between nature and architecture, and testing in
concrete terms the challenge so often made to him [Schinkel] in heated evening

73This

is an example of Gottfried Semper’s Stoffwechseltheorie, in which forms in architecture and design
developed in one particular material (like swags of fabric or floral garlands) are retained as materials
evolve (carved stone swags or vegetal forms in Roman architecture) in order to retain the “language” of
the symbol. See Rosemarie Bletter, “Gottfried Semper,” in Macmillan Encyclopedia of Architects, ed.
Adolf K. Placzek (London: Free Press, 1982), 4:31; and Rosemarie Bletter, “On Martin Fröhlich’s Gottfried
Semper,” Oppositions 4 (October 1974), 151. Semper’s theories, in particular, his Bekleidungstheorie
(theory of cladding) and their application to Mies’s and Reich’s use of textiles will be discussed in chapter
four.
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discussions with his literary friends about the capacity of visual art to evoke
specific moods, emotions, and states of mind. 74
Thus, Schinkel’s design methodology embodied two seemingly opposite tendencies: the static,
solid, timeless classicism of antiquity and the possibility for new, poetic, subjective experiences
to be encouraged through aesthetic perception, encouraged by the use of dramatically
expressive, transformable, and flowing forms of drapery. These tendencies were an important
part of Schinkel’s legacy for Mies.
Schinkel’s penchant for drama and his consummate ability to visually suggest the
appearance of material transformation is clearly derived from his experiences creating designs
for the stage. Describing Schinkel’s early theatrical experiments “as a prelude to the creation of
architecture, in which buildings would be a frame for altering one’s relationship to daily
experience and familiar settings,” Bergdoll identifies the theatrical aspect of Schinkel’s oeuvre as
a significant component of his legacy for Mies. 75 Tigerman, too, points out the reciprocal
relationship between “the theater of architecture and the drama of architecture, architecture as
setting and architecture as event” pinpointing Mies’s debt to “Schinkel’s control of the spatial
relationship between viewers and the environment rendered in his drawings was influenced as
much by principles of theater as by principles of architecture.” 76 An examination of a selection
of Schinkel’s early set designs reveals his ongoing interest in using draped fabrics for dramatic
effect and for their space-dividing qualities, and illustrates his fascination with tents.
Schinkel’s 1818 backdrop for act 2 of Spontini’s Fernando Cortez, for example,
illustrates his preference for decorative, flowing fabric. This preference is seen in the stage
curtains and the Spanish tents painted as part of the scenic backdrop as well as the patterned,
Bergdoll, Karl Friedrich Schinkel, 31. The word for “muslin” (a strong, generally sheer cotton cloth of
plain and heavy weave), derives from the name of the Iraqi city of Mosul, where it was traditionally
produced. Webster’s New World College Dictionary, 3rd ed. (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1996), 895.
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Bergdoll, Karl Friedrich Schinkel, 31. This theatrical aspect in Mies’s (and Reich’s) oeuvre can also be
attributed, as Bergdoll has argued, to the model of Adolf Appia’s stage sets, which Mies knew from his
visits to his future wife Ada at the Jacques-Dalcroze school at Hellerau.
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Tigerman, “Notes on the Karl Freidrich Schinkel Exhibition,” 167.
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fabric-like ceiling of the theater itself [FIG. 3.14]. 77 The decorative horizontal trim is reminiscent
of the similar design on Napoleon’s tent, and the roof pattern resembles early classical or
Minoan motifs. Here, in one of Schinkel’s witty uses of a framing device, the space makes the
spectator feel like they are inside a tent, even while viewing the action from the audience
through the draped proscenium. This playful presentation of a frame within a frame as stage
design is repeated in Schinkel’s stage set for act 1 of Spontini’s Olympia [FIG. 3.15], in which
the sagging, fabric-like coffered ceiling seems to softly drape from the sides of the building.
Such scenographic gestures suggesting material transformation can be seen in built
form in the interior of Schinkel’s Prince Albrecht’s Palace [FIG. 3.16; FIG. 3.17], in which, once
again, the relationship between classical column and draped textile is evident in the upper part
of staircase with its trompe-l’oeil “fabric” on wall. 78 This play with the fabric of architecture, literal
and illusionistic, continues in Schinkel’s perspective drawings for Schloss Charlottenhof, the
Potsdam palace designed for the crown prince and his wife. These drawings depict views from
the portico across the garden to an exedral bench with a velarium [FIG. 3.18], as well as the
view in the opposite direction, from the exedra across the garden to the Neues Palais. The
space of the covered exedral bench can be seen as constituting a quasi-interior space, one that
acts as a connecting tissue binding exterior with interior through the mechanism of the fabric
curtain, particularly as interpreted by Schinkel from the classical Roman tradition. Inside
Schinkel’s Roman baths at Schloss Charlottenhof, the play between architectural form and
fabric continues, and the striped tent with frieze trim makes another appearance. In an

Sievers points out, starting with Schinkel’s interior design for the residence of Prince August in 1816,
this interactive play in Schinkel’s interiors between the solid forms of classical architectural elements and
draped fabric: “Beide Entwürfe sind von vornherein auf das Zusammenwirken fester Architekturteile, wie
es Saülen und Architrave sind, mit Stoffdraperien berechnet, und als völlig einheitliche Schöpfung aus
diesen beiden Elementen anzusehen.” (Both designs are from the outset based on the interaction of solid
architectural parts, as they are columns and architrave, calculated with fabric draperies, and to be viewed
as a completely uniform creation of these two elements.) Sievers identifies what he calls the “architectural
function” (Architektonischen Zweck) of Schinkel’s draperies. He also critiques the use of swaths of
hanging fabric in terms of practical hygiene. Sievers, Karl Friedrich Schinkel, Lebenswerk, 103–05.
78
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illustration of the view toward the entrance vestibule [FIG. 3.19], the striped wall plane serves as
a proscenium-like framing device that creates depth. 79
Schinkel’s application of theatrical devices for the domestic interior and his virtuosic
explorations into the possibilities of fabric, the hanging curtain, and the tent motif are also
evident in his design for the crown prince’s bedroom in Schloss Charlottenhof [FIG. 3.20; FIG.
3.21]. The use of curtains to divide the space clearly responds to Percier and Fontaine’s
designs, including Bedroom Paris for M.G. [FIG. 3.22] and, in particular, a color rendering of an
interior titled Vue perspective de l’Atélier de Peinture du C. I——à Paris (Perspective view of the
studio of painter C.I.) [FIG. 3.23; FIG. 3.24] with its use of green hanging draperies and gilt
columnar and sculptural ornament. The Roman-inspired sofa/bed with cylindrical bolster pillow
in the studio of painter C.I. will appear in various forms in Bruno Paul’s and Mies’s and Reich’s
interiors.
Once again, Schinkel’s interpretation of the royal bedroom is more reserved in tone than
the French prototype. However, Schinkel’s extension of the bed curtains into a space-dividing
fabric partition hung from a rod to enable spatial flexibility and create an area of greater privacy.
This use of the space-dividing screen composed of fabric or wood was, as we have seen, an
authentic Roman convention, and thus these curtain partitions are another, undiscussed
classicizing element of Schinkel’s interior design vocabulary which would be a major influence
on Mies’s and Reich’s domestic interiors.

Unraveling the Image of the Tent Motif

Schinkel’s deliberate and complex framing of views from both outside and inside was an element found
in the architecture of the ancient Roman domus―the play of what Hales, in discussing the Roman
domestic interior, has referred to as Realraum versus Bildraum, referring to the differentiation between
real architectural space, through the actual flow of the plan, and “the view,” a constructed entity framed
like a picture. The Bildraum was an important factor intended to impress the viewer from outside the
family with the magnificence of the domus. See Shelley Hales, The Roman House and Social Identity
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 107.
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In light of Mies’s admiration of Schinkel, a consideration of the ramifications of Schinkel’s use of
fabric curtain partitions and in particular, the tent motif in the domestic realm, is instructive. The
transmission of the military tent metaphor to Prussia, a region that had only recently been
occupied by Napoleon’s forces following France’s routing of the Prussian army and victory at
the battles of Jena and Auerstädt in 1806, brings up an thought-provoking point: to what extent
did the reigning style of imported French neoclassicism carry vestigial overtones of a militaristic
nature? 80 Aaron Betsky has posed this question in discussing the tent motif in Josephine’s
bedroom at Malmaison, describing its evocative referentiality while pointing to the conflicting
messages it communicates: “This was a military tent, with swags and fasces reminding you of
the conquering armies that might surround you if you stepped out of the fantasy. It was a tent
nonetheless, a light and airy place that caused the architectural elements to disappear behind
its folds.” 81
While in Napolean’s case, it could be argued that the rationale for the use of battle
symbolism as a metaphor for sexual conquest in the staged “military theater” of the imperial
bedroom makes sense, what ideological baggage, if any, do the vestiges of classical hanging
textiles retain when passed down from Schinkel through Paul and on to Mies and Reich? Can
forms with such specific historic meanings and functions rightly be considered abstract? Do
Schinkel’s fabric partitions and interior tents simply manifest his flair for the theatrical while

Ian Boyd Whyte has argued: “On a political level, too, the restoration of the Prussian royal house after
the defeat of the French at the Battle of Leipzig in 1813 brought to an end seven years of French
occupation. Returned to Berlin in 1815, the Hohenzollern family was keen not only to reattach itself to the
Baroque grandeur of the Ancien Régime, but even to add to the splendors of that most splendid of royal
establishments, Sanssouci. The message was a potent one: the King of France may have been banished
from Versailles, but the King of Prussia was still in residence in Sanssouci.” Ian Boyd Whyte,
“Charlottenhof: The Prince, the Gardener, the Architect and the Writer,” Architectural History 43 (2000):
20.
80

81 Aaron Betsky, Building Sex: Men, Women, Architecture, and the Construction of Sexuality (New York:
William Morrow, 1995), 125. While Betsky considers the form of the nomadic tent from a historical and
symbolic standpoint (see chapter one, “Of Penises and Tents”), he does not expand upon his brief
mention of Percier and Fontaine’s tent bed for Empress Josephine, nor does he apply the tent metaphor
to modern architecture.
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suggesting the adventure of camping out (both in the wild and in the past), tempered by the
quietly elegant domesticity and inwardness of the Biedermeier (albeit, here, in a royal context)?
Perhaps they communicate on a more profound level what Heinz Schönemann suggests: “The
tent as a vision of the journey through life stands for the openness of all expectations.” 82 Or,
might a more anxious tone be interpreted in this tented space: the need for the inhabitant to
take cover, to escape from the nineteenth-century realities of a rapidly changing industrial
modern world? And, applied to the subject of this dissertation, to what extent might such
anxieties infiltrate and impact the space of the modern interior? How might they continue to
permeate and inform the curtain as wall in the oeuvre of Mies and Reich?
The image of the tent, in particular the military tent, imparts a sense of transience, and
even homelessness, a point discussed in the previous chapter, while at the same time (in the
context of nineteenth and early twentieth century European imperialism) an underlying
aggression whose message collides with that of traditional domesticity. In the work of Schinkel,
and of Mies, this paradoxical collision is intrinsic to its modernity. The final example of
Schinkel’s use of space-dividing screens to create a room within a room, evoking a sense of
protected enclosure but also with aggressive overtones, to be considered here takes particular
form in his Zimmerlaube (interior bower, or bower-room) in Princess Marianne’s sitting and work
room in the Prince Albrecht’s Palace in Berlin [FIG. 3.25]. 83 This cage-like enclosure took the
form of fence-like partition walls made of upright iron rods, topped with vertical spikes (not unlike
the lance-formed tent poles of Schinkel’s tent room) and decorated with other forms of
militaristic ornament. The Zimmerlaube emphasizes the Biedermeier-era emphasis on privacy,
both actual and psychological, and control of the boundaries between interior and exterior. It
82

Schönemann, Karl Friedrich Schinkel, 17.

83 Schinkel’s last commissions for the Prussian princes came from Prince Albrecht (Albert) (1809–72),
who had married Princess Marianne of the Netherlands in 1830 and retained Schinkel to remodel the
Baroque Palais Vernezobre in Berlin. See Gottfried Riemann, “Utopian Visions,” in Snodin, Karl Friedrich
Schinkel, 158. See also Sievers, Karl Friedrich Schinkel, Lebenswerk, pl. 267.
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brings nature in, acting as an interior trellis for climbing plants, creating a pergola-like retreat to
encourage the subjective musings of the Princess while seated at her desk. The room’s
extensive glazing allows the outdoors to enter the room but, importantly, it can be moderated
through the elaborate scheme of window draperies that at the pull of a tasseled cord will drop to
form a completely curtained, classically inspired and enclosed interior, not unlike Mies’s and
Reich’s Tugendhat House.
Described by interior design historian Mario Praz as a “smaller apartment within a larger
one,” the Zimmerlaube was “part of the age’s paradoxical attitude which first shut out the
external world by means of protective hangings, and then introduced a domesticated Nature in
pots and vases.” 84 Weapons morph into architectural elements, while nature is transformed into
interior décor. The use of iron in this period constituted, as Ursula Ilse-Neuman has pointed out,
a powerful statement of Prussia’s industrial prowess. From a gendered perspective, however,
the design suggests both a romantic inner sanctum—a private, protected, and rarified place for
reflection—and a jail; it is perhaps the ultimate refuge for a princess whose ruling class was
confronted both by recent political events and the unsettling, powerful forces, both external and
internal, of a rapidly developing modern world. 85 Ray Laurence’s analysis of domestic space,
although written in relation to the ancient Roman interior, can be aptly applied here:
[S]patial practice does not simply take place within an ideological environment
but is involved in its maintenance as well. Thus, domestic space becomes a
cultural text which contains not only spatial practice but also an overlay of
ideological representation. . . . The two spheres of spatial practice and
representational space are merged. 86
84 Mario Praz, An Illustrated History of Furnishing from the Renaissance to the Twentieth Century (New
York: George Braziller, 1964), 259. Praz also remarks on Schinkel’s ability to combine classical and
Gothic design elements to create a dream-like and even slightly sinister quality that such combinations
can evoke.

Ursula Ilse-Neuman, “Karl Friedrich Schinkel and Berlin Cast Iron, 1810–1841,” in Cast Iron From
Central Europe, 1800–1850, ed. Elisabeth Schmuttermeier and Derek E.Ostergard (New York: Bard
Graduate Center, 1994), 55–73.
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Ray Laurence, “Space and Text,” in Domestic Space in the Roman World: Pompeii and Beyond, ed.
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In Schinkel’s evocative interiors, the potential of hanging fabric, exploited to full dramatic effect,
carries ideological baggage. A comparison of these Schinkel examples with images of Mies’s
and Reich’s Tugendhat House interior reveals striking similarities and significant parallels.

Setting the Stage for Modern Life: Curtain/Walls, Fabric Enclosures, and Other Devices in the
Interiors of Schinkel, Bruno Paul, and Mies and Reich
The virtuosic manipulation of the languages of classicism and set design and the confident play
of hard and soft forms, illusion and depth, movement and stasis, structure and surface, and
planarity and three-dimensionality evident in Schinkel’s interiors would find its way, in strippeddown, modern form, in Mies’s and Reich’s Weimar interiors. In the case of the Tugendhat
House, as discussed in the previous chapter, Mies (with Reich) used space-dividing partition
walls both outside, in the form of the vine-covered, Schinkelesque pergola on the roof terrace,
and inside, in the fabric curtain partitions. They operate in the more public areas of the house,
on the garden level floor, where they enable the user to pull the curtain, to encase the
inhabitants in a smaller, “protected” space, an interior within a larger interior, like a tent in the
forest among the trees or a tent within a tent. This notion of a tent as metaphor for an enclosed,
protective environment in the home at first seems like a logical leap of the imagination; one pulls
the window curtains to close out the outside world, and then pulls the next protective wall,
almost like the medieval walls of the city of Brno, visible from the Tugendhat House. (Indeed,
Mies is known to have oriented the house toward this view). This act creates, ostensibly, a
“cozy” interior within the interior (inasmuch as Mies and Reich’s modernism can be “cozy”), a
cordoned-off inner sanctum. Profoundly modern, the temporal nature of such a transformable
space challenges traditional notions of “home” that emphasize permanence, creating a sense of
dynamism and flux that reflects the broader social, political, cultural, and economic context of
the Weimar period.
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One of the most evocatively “tent-like” views of the Tugendhat House is a contemporary
photograph, taken in 1997, in which the absence of furnishings puts emphasis on structure and
space [FIG. 3.26]. The photograph suggests the illusion of a row of interior tent poles and
flowing fabric walls; reinforced by the shadow of a palm tree cast from the winter garden, the
transience of an exotic tent is not difficult to visualize. 87 Such romantic associations conjure up
a sense of freedom, and it could be argued that the inhabitants of the Tugendhat House enjoyed
a sense of agency in literally creating new interior spaces, over and over, in their home. Indeed,
Grete and Fritz Tugendhat publicly articulated the strong sense of freedom and selfactualization they felt was achieved through living in the house. On another level, however, the
necessity of pulling the soft walls open and closed can be seen as constituting a domestic chore
to be carried out, like pulling down the blinds at night. The point could also be made that the
curtain partitions were in a sense anti-social, constituting a way to create hierarchies of space
that exclude other spaces (and, perhaps, the people in them), although ostensibly all were
components of the overall “free” space of the open floor plan. This analytic approach is indebted
to critiques of the Rietveld-Schröder House, mentioned earlier, designed by Gerrit Rietveld in
conjunction with his client and partner, Mrs. Truus Schröder-Schräder, and widely recognized as
an important forerunner to the development of modern domestic architecture and the open plan
in Europe. Catherine Croft, for example, has argued: “Ironically . . . by rejecting any clearly
defined hierarchical space, the Schröder House becomes not more egalitarian but more
dictatorial. . . . The Schröder House’s mythology might place an emphasis on a pioneering form
of modern living, but the reality is about control, not freedom.” 88 Further, she states: “The house
represents a form of intellectual alienation, from both conventional society and from

87 The ways in which Mies’s and Reich’s interiors are permeated with Weimar culture’s fascination with
the exotic, the oriental, and the “primitive” are explored in detail in chapter five.

Catherine Croft, “Movement and Myth: The Schröder House and Transformable Living” in The
Transformable House, Architectural Design 70, no. 4 (London: Wiley, 2000), 12.
88
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conventional family arrangements.” 89 Hilde Heynen also questions the smooth functioning of the
house’s celebrated partitions: “One can assume that it must have been a tedious affair to fold
and unfold the separating walls on a daily basis and to make the sleeping quarters each
morning again acceptable and seemly for daytime appearance.” 90
As in Schinkel’s designs, the partitioned interiors of Mies and Reich create a kind of
displacement for the viewer or inhabitant, as the fabric curtain is seen as a moveable space
divider that organizes the visual field and alters the nature of the individual perceptual moment
in space, functioning as a mechanism for creating a domestic event and a device to frame and
highlight the performance of various individual and social functions. With their silent invitation for
a tactile experience and their tendency to encourage the framing, cloaking, and exposing of the
body, the curtains of Mies and Reich can be seen as an end in themselves; supposedly serving
to prevent distraction, they may distract, with their theatricality and potential for framing,
cropping, and distancing. 91 The curtain/wall functions to entice, envelop, and gently manipulate
the inhabitant, acting as props to the actors performing domesticity on the home stage.
Once again, Schinkel’s theatrical oeuvre comes to mind; as Kurt W. Forster writes, there
was a “forcible dislocation” (Ortsversetzung) of the audience’s sensations in viewing Schinkel’s
theatrical productions. “Schinkel’s strategy thus turned the stage into a place of poetic
displacement: the rising curtain suddenly reveals a moment in the ceaseless process of cultural

89 Croft, “Movement and Myth,” 14. See also Paul Overy’s analysis in “Designing for the Modern World—
de Stijl,” in Investigating Modern Art, ed. Liz Dawtrey, Toby Jackson, Mary Masterton, Pam Meecham,
and Paul Wood (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1996), 71–85; Overy, The Rietveld Schröder
House (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1988); and Marie-Thérèse van Thoor, ed. Colour, Form, and Space:
Rietveld Schröder House: Challenging the Future (Delft: TU Delft, 2019).
90 Hilde Heynen, “’Leaving Traces’: Anonymity in the Modern House,” in Designing the Modern Interior:
From the Victorians to Today, ed. Penny Sparke, Anne Massey, Trevor Keeble, and Brenda Martin
(Oxford: Berg, 2009), 126.

See Eggler, "Divide and Conquer: Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich’s Fabric Partitions at the
Tugendhat House,” 66–90.
91
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transformation, confronting the audience with an image of that very process.” 92 So, too, Mies’s
and Reich’s curtains participate in the cultural process that turned architecture into art, providing
a dramatic flourish as the notion of function and user agency is transformed. The inhabitants’s
ongoing redesign of the parameters of the interior space, and the images created by this
constant reframing of views constituted, as discussed in the previous chapter, an important
component of the living work of art that was the Tugendhat House.
The ultimately speculative nature of such an interpretation also needs to be qualified in
terms of a phenomenological approach often used to discuss Mies’s work, just as it is used in
analyses of Schinkel’s. Scholars have pointed out the fact that the dynamic qualities of
Schinkel’s buildings and site plans were intended to be experienced by the perceiving viewer in
motion, resulting in a series of framed visual discoveries and bodily perceptions in time and
space. 93 These particular aspects of Schinkel’s approach--a sense of drama staged through
devices like fabric curtains, which capture breezes, frame views, and, in the form of moveable
fabric partitions, create a sense of dynamism engaging a moving subject--were embraced by
Mies and Reich. As previously mentioned, the deliberate organization of viewing experiences
has been identified as an important aspect of the design of the Tugendhat House. While it is
clear that any insistence upon a singular viewer experience is inappropriate, Mies’s roots in
Schinkel, who emphasized the artistic and even spiritual potential of viewer subjectivity in the
aesthetic experience, effectively ground this analysis.
A leitmotif of the Tugendhat House and a hallmark of its sophisticated brilliance is the
illusionistic use of textile-like patterns rendered in decoratively patterned wood. One of the most
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Forster, “’Only Things that Stir the Imagination’,” 18–19.

93 See, for example, Bergdoll, “The Nature of Mies’s Space,” 73–80; Bergdoll, Karl Friedrich Schinkel,
108, 114, 117, 125–26; Kurt Forster, “Schinkel’s Panoramic Planning of Central Berlin,” Modulus 16
(1983): 62–77; Christoph Martin Vogtherr, “Views and Approaches: Schinkel and Landscape Gardening,”
in Zukowsky, Karl Friedrich Schinkel: The Drama of Architecture, 80.
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extraordinary elements of the interior design is the vertically striated, wood-grain patterned,
carved macassar-veneer screen that carves out the dining room space [FIG. 2.13; FIG. 2.14;
FIG. 2.17; FIG. 2.21]. When viewed in conjunction with the nearby wall of hanging draperies, the
wood-grain pattern of the macassar wall echoes the hanging folds of the fabric partitions (the
“curtain/walls”) [FIG. 2.17], which, in turn, mirror the floor-to-ceiling window draperies installed in
front of the glass “curtain wall” facing the outdoors [FIG. 2.24], creating a rich illusion of the
transformation of materials as well as a witty commentary on the relationship of wall to building
structure, an ongoing Mies preoccupation. 94
When compared with Mies’s and Reich’s best-known use of hanging fabric partitions, the
exhibition design for the “Café Samt und Seide” (Velvet and Silk Café), shown at the 1927 Die
Mode der Dame (Women’s Fashion) exhibition, Funkturmhalle, Berlin [FIG. 3.27; FIG. 3.28], the
visual relationship between the opulent swaths of hanging fabric cascading from curved metal
rods in the café and the virtual “curtains” suggested by the curved macassar wall of the
Tugendhat House is abundantly clear. The curved wall operates here as a key component of
the open or free plan, to underscore Mies’s commitment to an architecture that wears its
modern, steel-frame structure and non-structural exterior cladding and interior partitions on its
sleeve, so to speak, but it is also an integral component of Mies’s and Reich’s language of the
curtain/wall.
Period photographs of the lower level of the Tugendhat House emphasize the ways in
which the fabric partitions in the Tugendhat House participated in creating perceptual effects in
different lighting conditions, evoking in the viewer the many moods of the space. A view taken
from the entrance to the lower, garden level of the house [FIG. 2.32], for example, shows the
sunlight emanating from the conservatory window and seeping under the sideboard at right, as
well as under the hanging white curtain partition at left, which casts a shadow under the piano.
Mies’s penchant for creating uncanny material effects has already been discussed in chapter two. On
Mies’s fascination with the wall, see, for example, Bergdoll, “The Nature of Mies’s Space,” 92-93, 102;
and Eggler, “Divide and Conquer,” 69, 88-89n16.
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Another shot, facing in the opposite direction toward the entrance [FIG. 2.31] features the grand
piano half obscured by the fabric partition, which appears to sway gently in the breeze about six
to eight inches off the floor like a stage curtain about to open on a musical performance. A photo
showing the living area with curtain partition closed [FIG. 3.29] illustrates the play of form
between the hard and soft, and between the static and moving elements of the building’s
design. The chrome-plated steel cruciform columns, whose light-catching properties create a
lively suggestion of movement and the illusion of fluting, are juxtaposed with the hanging
curtain/walls, which have the intrinsic property of actual movement, echoing Schinkel’s interiors.
In a view toward the library in a black-and-white photograph taken by Rudolf de Sandalo’s Brno
photo studio about 1930 [FIG. 2.11], the veneered wall again suggests the hanging folds of a
curtain that is continued visually in the fabric curtain partition at left. In a further visual
transformation, the white edge of the wall that forms a pier-like element in between echoes the
form of the chrome-clad column at right, which also, in its vertically articulated form, suggests
hanging folds. The column visually dissolves through the reflective metal, suggesting again the
fluidity of fabric. Another view by Studio Rudolf de Sandalo shows a curtain partition at far right
[FIG. 2.22] serving as a framing device for the photographic composition and underscoring the
potential of the hanging fabric to visually and spatially organize. Mies played an active part in
the photographic representation of his work, as Claire Zimmerman has shown, and these views
were carefully composed. 95
This fascination with the possibilities of visual transformation is evident in Schinkel’s
treatment of the staircase wall in Prince Albrecht’s palace [FIG. 3.16; FIG. 3.17], with its trompel’oeil “fabric” hanging in swags between columns; a comparison with Mies’s semicircular
Claire Zimmerman, “Modernism, Media, Abstraction: Mies van der Rohe’s Photographic Architecture in
Barcelona and Brno (1927–31)” (PhD diss., City University of New York, 2005); Claire Zimmerman,
Photographic Architecture in the Twentieth Century (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2014);
Claire Zimmerman, “Photographic Modern Architecture: Inside ‘the New Deep’,” Journal of Architecture 9,
no. 3 (2004), 331–54; and Claire Zimmerman,
“The Monster Magnified: Architectural Photography as Visual Hyperbole,” in
“Monster,” ed. Marc Guberman, Jacob Reidel, and Frida Rosenberg, Perspecta 40 (2008): 140.
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macassar-covered wall in the Tugendhat House [FIG. 2.13; FIG. 2.14] with its swag-like surface
and visual vitality illustrates once more how both architects adroitly manipulated media and
form, in particular, hanging fabric or the appearance of it, and exploited it for its dramatic
potential. Another comparison, this time between Mies’s macassar wall and Schinkel’s
treatment of the banquette in the curved exedral niche in the Gartensaal (Garden Room) of the
Neue Pavillion (known today as the Schinkel-Pavillion) in Schloss Charlottenburg Park [FIG.
3.30] based on, as scholars have pointed out, a specific ancient Roman model, the stibadium at
the Tomb of Mammia in Pompeii, yields significant formal similarities. 96 Once again, Schinkel
“sculpts” the decorated hanging fabric behind the banquette to create a semi-circular curtainwall; textile and architecture are in concert. Schinkel continues the visual play between planarity
and illusions of depth and a sense of movement with the decorative effects of scagliola (a
favored Schinkel technique, dating from ancient Rome, for producing plaster columns that look
like marble or other stone) [FIG. 3.31].
Schinkel’s use of the device of the curved curtain-wall appears in the portico of Schloss
Charlottenhof [FIG. 3.32], which features semicircular niches with red fabric curtains, gathered
and hung at the top by gilded palmettes and decorated at the hem with gold braid embroidered
into scroll motifs; these draped curtains act as a backdrop for two white neoclassical marble
statues. 97 A sketch annotated by Schinkel signals the importance of the drapery: “The walls to
be painted the colour of the scarlet curtain, with a matt finish like the fresco colours in pictures
from Pompeii.” 98
Schinkel visited Pompeii in 1824. Bergdoll, Karl Friedrich Schinkel, 229n17. Mammia was the priestess
of Venus, and the Tomb of Mammia was very well known in Schinkel’s day, mentioned by Goethe in his
description of his trip to Italy in 1787. Schinkel’s stibadium form will also appear in the Crown Prince’s Tea
Salon, part of a redecoration scheme in the Königlisches Schloss in Berlin undertaken by Schinkel at this
time. Ilse Baer, “View from the Stibadium at Klein-Glienicke,” in Snodin, ed., Karl Friedrich Schinkel, 136;
Bergdoll, Karl Friedrich Schinkel, 108.
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97 The statues depict Ganymede, sculpted by the artist Wredow, and David, rendered by Imhof. Renate
Möller, “Schloss Charlottenhof: The Portico,” in Snodin, ed., Karl Friedrich Schinkel, 147.
98 The final design, with its more elaborate blue walls with gold stars, was the Crown Prince’s idea, based
on Schinkel’s popular “Hall of Stars in the Palace of the Queen of the Night” set design for Wolfgang
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In his macassar-covered partition, Mies takes this notion one step further, as the folds of
Schinkel’s patterned textile “wall” becomes the very fabric of Mies’s architecture. The
suggestion of immanent motion in Mies’s curving wall exists in dynamic counterpoint to the
potential movement of the suspended curtain partitions [FIG. 2.17]. Mies, too, utilizes a faux wall
treatment, as the macassar is a veneer—a lively, decorative surface cladding rather than solid
wood. Mies’s curtain partition seems to “complete” the movement of the macassar partition, as
hard form transforms into soft, and faux fabric morphs into actual cloth.

Schinkel, Through the Lens of Bruno Paul
But once again, the genealogy of such design motifs should not be assumed to take the
form of a direct line from Schinkel to Mies (although Mies would likely have wanted us to think
so). The importance of Bruno Paul in translating Schinkel into the early twentieth-century, NeoBiedermeier context for Mies must be reaffirmed at this juncture. Paul, as we have seen, was
not simply a fashionable neoclassicist and decorator but instead an innovative synthesizer who
used the language of the classical as a creative point of departure. Paul’s work has already
been examined through the lens of historiography. Now, a direct formal comparison of
Schinkel’s decorative sensibility to Paul’s, and finally with that of Mies and Reich is in order,
through a juxtaposition of specific interiors and a consideration of the impact of certain motifs, in
particular, textile partitions, inherited from Schinkel’s interior design language, along with other
classical forms.
A remarkable visual correspondence exists between Paul’s interior for a music and
reception room, exhibited at the 1907 Grosse Berliner Kunstausstellung (Berlin Great Art
Exhibition), with its Schinkelesque semicircular wall and use of window and portière curtains,
whose hanging folds of fabric echo the vertical stripes of the wall covering [FIG. 3.33; FIG.

Amadeus Mozart’s opera Die Zauberflöte (The Magic Flute). Möller, “Schloss Charlottenhof: The Portico,”
in Snodin, ed., Karl Friedrich Schinkel, 147.
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3.34], and the curved form of the Tugendhat House’s macassar wall, its patterns appearing as a
flattened version of the hanging folds of Mies’s and Reich’s fabric partitions [FIG. 2.13; FIG.
2.17; FIG. 2.21].
In another nod to his nineteenth-century predecessor, Paul appropriates Schinkel’s
playful gathered fabric frieze motif from Queen Luise’s bedroom and translates it into a finely
crafted pattern of wood inlay in his Herrenzimmer (gentleman’s room) designed in 1903 for
businessman and bachelor Fritz Esche in Chemnitz [FIG. 3.35]. Featuring schematized, faux
shirred “fabric,” the wall treatment effectively serves as backdrop for Paul’s daybed in the NeoBiedermeier style (another direct Schinkel reference). The wall design oscillates between
trompe-l’oeil illusion and a flattened, abstracted modern pattern, in a visual play of material
transformation, while an oriental rug adds an extra touch of comfort, color, texture to the interior.
Paul repeats the faux-fabric wood inlay effect of the Esche interior in his exhibition design for an
office for the head of the provincial government in Bayreuth, exhibited at the 1904 St. Louis
World’s Fair [FIG. 3.36; FIG. 3.37].
An updated take on the Paul/Schinkel/Percier and Fontaine neoclassical daybed first
appears in Mies and Reich’s interiors in the design for the Berlin apartment of Carl Wilhelm and
Mildred Crous (1930), and it would reappear several more times, including in Philip Johnson’s
apartment in New York City, designed the same year [FIG. 1.31]. 99 It was also featured in the
men’s bedroom of Mies’s house at the Berlin Building Exposition, 1931, as well as in the men’s
bedroom in Lilly’s Reich’s house and in the Apartment for a Bachelor in the boarding house
shown at the same Berlin exhibition. The daybed also appeared in the Tugendhat House’s

The attribution of the daybed, which has become one of Mies’s most celebrated furniture designs, is
now debated; Christiane Lange argues persuasively that it is in fact by Lilly Reich. See Christiane Lange,
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich: Furniture and Interiors (Ostfildern: Hantje Cantz, 2006), 78–
85, 156–59. See also Mies and Modern Living: Interiors, Furniture, Photography, 194-207, and Ludwig
Glaeser, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe: furniture and furniture drawings from the Design Collection and the
Mies van der Rohe Archive, the Museum of Modern Art, New York (NY: MoMA, 1977), 44-45.
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library in a modified form. 100 This design paid homage both to Schinkel and to Paul; it is an
appropriation of the French lit-bâteau (which was, in turn, influenced by the form of the ancient
Roman lectus). 101 In addition, Mies also utilized great swaths of fabric as wall treatment in the
room – an echo of the tented rooms of Schinkel. In the Philip Johnson apartment, even the
placement of the bed lengthwise against the curtained wall was taken from Schinkel―an
approach that also derived, as stated previously, from French neoclassical models.
Returning to the image of the tent, a photograph of an interior that Mies used to illustrate
his order list for MR furniture from the manufacturer Metallgewerbe Jos. Müller [FIG. 3.38] is
evocative. Here, the effect is underscored by the photographic framing: the room is viewed
through a wall of curtains opened on both sides, which acts as a visual invitation to enter the
minimally furnished space. In this carefully staged photograph, taken by Curt Rehbein, four of
Mies’s tubular steel chairs around a circular table in an interior bracketed by the framing device
of open curtains, like a proscenium separating the viewer from the drama unfolding on stage.
The staged nature of the shot is emphasized by the symmetrical composition, perspectival grid
of the linoleum floor, and the repetition of the hanging fabric curtain motif in the form of the
window treatment that serves as a planar backdrop for the scene. The reflective surface of the
curtain rod mirrors the coolly decorative shine of the steel furniture. The suggestion of energetic
foreword movement implied by the springy tension of the tubular-steel MR chairs, also designed
by Mies, contribute to the sense of modern dynamism and mobility. A subtle hint of slight
movement in the hanging curtain in the left foreground of the photo, a phenomenon captured in
100

Lange, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich, 158.

On ancient Roman furniture see, for example, Penelope M. Allison, Pompeiian Households: An
Analysis of the Material Culture (Los Angeles: UCLA/Cotsen Institute of Archaeology, 2004); Leonhard
Schmitz, “Lectus,” in A Dictionary of Greek and Roman Antiquities, ed. William Smith (London: John
Murray, 1875), 673–75, transcribed by Bill Thayer, LacusCurtius,
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Form, Technique and Function (Leiden: Brill, 1999); Abercrombie and Whiton, Interior Design and
Decoration, 91-95.
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other photos of Mies’s and Reich’s interiors, is not accidental; both the furniture and the
moveable draperies contribute equally to the message, which emphasizes the flexibility of
modern life as achieved by the successful implementation of modern furnishings. Like a stage
set framed on both sides by a theatrical curtain, the image echoes Bruno Paul’s interior design
for a reception room, outfitted in grey velvet with green and black trimmings [FIG. 3.39] which
was exhibited in the 1909 “Furniture Trimmings” exhibition at the Berlin Arts and Crafts Museum
and illustrated in the September 1909 issue of the design periodical The Studio. 102
The device of the curtain partition confronts the user with the act of performing
domesticity: by pulling the curtain, one is in effect “staging” the scene about to be enacted. The
curtain thus creates a sense of distance to the activity itself―like Schinkel’s self-referential
theatrical stagings, as well as his architectural works―the pulling of the curtains and the
“pitching of tents” within the home forces a reconsideration of the very processes through which
domestic life is lived. Describing the theatrical qualities of the Tugendhat House’s fabric
partitions, Bergdoll writes: “This domestic use of the curtain wall is dramatic, for not only can
silver-gray silk drapes be drawn or withdrawn, but the glass can partially be made to disappear,
rather theatrically transforming the living room and the dining room into open belvederes.” 103
The ramifications of this theatricality for the domestic interior are suggested by Beatriz
Colomina, who has observed, “Architecture is not simply a platform that accommodates the
viewing subject. It is a mechanism that produces the subject.” 104

“Studio-Talk,” The Studio, vol. 47 (September 1909), 313, https://digi.ub.uniheidelberg.de/diglit/studio1909b/0347. Illustrated in the same article (310), an interior for a Lady’s Boudoir
by architect–designer Paul Thiersch, designed in collaboration with a “Fräulein Feldkircher” featured a
Neo-Biedermeier daybed with two cylindrical bolster pillows decorated by two very large tassels is
reminiscent of Paul’s daybed design.
102

103

Bergdoll, “The Nature of Mies’s Space,” 96.

Beatriz Colomina, “Interiors” (1994), in Toward a New Interior: An Anthology of Interior Design, ed.
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Part III: Mies’s Classical “Other”: Curtain Partitions in the Ancient Roman Domus
While the canonical “family tree” of classical influence on Mies’s oeuvre is often understood to
be transmitted through the nineteenth-century neoclassicism of Schinkel, in fact, as we have
seen, Bruno Paul’s Neo-Biedermeier oeuvre served as an important interlocutor. In analyzing
Mies’s classicism and acknowledging his (and Reich’s) debt to Schinkel’s and Paul’s use of
hanging fabric for room-dividing partitions and other interior furnishings, it is necessary to look
closely at Schinkel’s appropriation of the domestic architecture of ancient Rome, and in
particular, the elite interiors of the Roman domus. While Schinkel’s mining of ancient Roman
architecture has been extensively discussed by scholars, this particular aspect: the use of fabric
partitions, has not been thoroughly analyzed. A comparison of a series of Schinkel interiors with
those of Paul and Mies and Reich shows the continuation of specific motifs that while rendered
in the reductive vocabulary of modern architecture, have remarkable parallels both in form and
in content to their ancient predecessors. In conjunction with these visual comparisons, an
examination of recent scholarship concerning the Roman domestic interior in conjunction with
Mies’s and Reich’s interiors offers enlightening insights and confirms the fact that any
assumptions concerning modern architecture’s emergence as the result of a radical rupture with
the architecture of the past are ill-conceived. A description of the ancient Roman domus by
scholar Joanne Berry could as easily be an analysis of a modern, open-plan house: “The house
was a dynamic and changing environment rather than a static institution that produced a great
deal of flexibility for the social and domestic organization of space.” 105
First, though, the importance of classicism in Mies’s artistic development should be
considered in light of a sequence in Mies’s biography. Sometime in 1908, Professor Alois Riehl
and his wife, Mies’s first clients, sent the young Mies on a six-week, educational trip to Italy at

Joanne Berry, “Household Artefacts: Towards a Re-interpretation of Roman Domestic Space,”
in Laurence and Wallace-Hadrill, Domestic Space in the Roman World, 194.
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their expense, accompanied by Bruno Paul’s assistant, Josef Popp. 106 This generous offering
from his first patrons was intended to fill in the gaps in Mies’s basically non-existent formal
education, and granted Mies an otherwise unprecedented opportunity to experience in person
Italian landmarks in the classical tradition. Mies recounted having visited Munich, Bolzano,
Vicenza (where he admired the villas of Palladio), and Florence. 107 While, as far as we know, he
did not visit the sites of Pompeii, Mies was familiar with ancient Roman architecture, expressing
his admiration for Roman brick and concrete construction in “Building Art and the Will of the
Epoch!”, an article published in Der Querschnitt in 1924. (While he admired their engineering
prowess, Mies did, however, decry the “ponderous weight” and “bulky vault constructions” of
ancient Roman building projects.) 108 But another aspect of the classical legacy of ancient Rome
haunts the interiors of Mies (and Reich): the flexibility of interior space made possible by roomdividing screens that was an integral part of ancient Roman domus interiors; this form of spatial
division constitutes an important precedent for later, modern innovations. 109
Even if Mies never saw the ruins of ancient Roman domestic architecture in person, and
it is possible that he was familiar with the domus form through published sources. 110
Contemporary German-language guidebooks to Italy, like those in the popular Baedeker series,
featured the sites of Pompeii and Herculaneum. Baedeker’s 1908 edition of Italien von den
Alpen bis Neapel. Kurzes Reisehandbuch (Italy from the Alps to Naples, Brief Travel
Schulze and Windhorst, Mies van der Rohe, 20–21; Neumeyer, The Artless Word, 36, 349n3; and
Fritz Neumeyer, “Mies’s First Project: Revisiting the Atmosphere at Klösterli,” in Riley and Bergdoll, Mies
in Berlin, 309.
106

107

Schulze and Windhorst, Mies van der Rohe, 20–21.

108

Mies van der Rohe, “Baukunst und Zeitwille,” in Neumeyer, The Artless Word, 124, 246.

In her analysis of Mies’s interiors, Singley makes brief mention of Pompeii, but in reference to Mies’s
use of female statues. Paulette Singley, “Living in a Glass Prism: The Female Figure in Ludwig Mies van
der Rohe's Domestic Architecture,” Critical Matrix: The Princeton Journal of Women, Gender and Culture
6, no. 2 (1992): 56.

109

On the subject of the archeological sites at Pompeii and Herculaneum, see Richard Brillliant, Pompeii
AD79: The Treasury of Rediscovery (New York: Clarkson N. Potter, 1979), 230–32.
110

204

Handbook), for example, published the year of Mies’s trip, includes descriptions of the various
buildings open for tourists in Pompeii along with city maps and a plan of a representative
Pompeiian domus, the Casa di Pansa, which tourists could visit. 111
Publications like Baedeker’s reflected the explosion of scholarly and popular interest in
the field of archaeology and the study of ancient cultures in Germany in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. The science of ancient Roman archaeology, since the initial
excavations in the eighteenth century, has to a great extent relied on the findings of the buried
cities of Pompeii and Herculaneum as the primary source of our contemporary understanding of
the material culture of ancient Rome. 112 The first scholarly publications on Pompeii, authored by
German archaeologists and art historians Johannes Overbeck and August Mau, spearheaded
renewed interest in the subject. They included Pompeii and other path-marking studies that
constitute the bedrock of the discipline. 113 In the lively intellectual climate of Klösterli (the
nickname for the Riehl House) in whose rarified circle the archaeologist Friedrich Sarre (18651945) was included, it is not unlikely that Mies was privy to discussions on the subject. 114
Whether or not Mies (in collaboration with Reich) was familiar with the ancient Roman model of
dividing domestic space with moveable partitions, or whether he was intentionally channeling
Schinkel while in fact also paying homage to Bruno Paul, the issue begs a reconsideration of
the genesis, as well as the functional ramifications, of the open plan. Understood in the canon
as one of the primary accomplishments of modern architecture in general and Mies’s in
particular, the open plan rejected the concept of individual rooms with specific functions that had
Karl Baedeker, Italien von den Alpen bis Neapel. Kurzes Reisehandbuch, 6th ed. (Leipzig: Karl
Baedeker, 1908), 366–79.
111
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dominated the domestic architecture of the nineteenth and early twentieth century. The notion
that the space was “freed” of these restrictive historicist notions (hence the term “free” plan as a
synonym for open plan) was a central tenet of modernism. The roots of the open or free plan, as
any modern architecture survey text will show, are understood to have grown out of nineteenthcentury technological innovations enabling steel and glass construction, together with the
application of interior design strategies borrowed from traditional Japanese domestic
architecture, developed through the experiments of twentieth-century innovators such as Frank
Lloyd Wright in the United States and Gerrit Rietveld in Europe, and brought to fruition by
modern European masters Le Corbusier and Mies.
But the notion of flexible space existed long before, in the elite domestic interiors of
ancient Rome. While the Roman domus plan did incorporate some compartmentalized rooms
such as cubicula (small chambers often used for sleeping), its larger open spaces―the atrium,
for example―could be adapted for various functions through the carving out of space using
fabric or wooden partitions [FIG. 3.40].

When in Rome: The Open Plan, the Flexible Domestic Space of the Domus, and the Moveable
Partition Wall
Hanging drapery partitions performed various functions in the domus: as ornamental
décor that provided a colorful and tactile element, as a practical apparatus that provided
protection against sun, wind and weather, and as a device to create privacy and denote
differentiations in social space. While the evidence of wooden doors is abundantly available in
the archaeological record, the extensive use of hanging curtains is revealed in visual as well as
textual sources [FIG. 3.41; FIG. 3.42; FIG. 3.43]. An integral element of the ancient Roman
interior, curtains (vela) were made of various materials, including wool, linen, silk, and leather,
and while these easily degradable textile furnishings have tended not to survive, images abound
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of Roman curtains attached to metal rings hanging from rods. 115 During the Hellenistic period,
entire walls of certain rooms, particularly those used for dining, were designed without murals or
other decoration so that a hanging fabric could be installed to hang flush from the cornice
above. Hanging curtains were attached to the ancient Roman lectica, or litter (a portable couch
used by members of the upper class), and canopies and curtains were attached to bed and
couch frames. Hanging fabric was commonly used in the Roman domus as a portière in lieu of a
door on the cubiculum, and the peristyle (a continuous porch consisting of a covered colonnade
surrounding the perimeter of building or a courtyard) was partitioned by curtains in order to
carve out areas of specific use in the domus while at the same time retaining the architectural
integrity of the colonnaded structure. 116
Curtains were a commonly depicted iconographic element in ancient Roman fresco
painting, and several of such images are still extant in domestic interiors in Pompeii and other
Roman settlements. Wall frescoes in the tablinum of the House of Marcus Lucretus Fronto in
Pompeii, for example, include images of cylindrical forms rendered in yellow ochre that appear
to represent hanging draperies, suspended from curved curtain rods. [FIG. 3.44]. Located on
the upper register, above depictions of mythological scenes, these cylindrical forms are situated
within what appear to be two partially-open porticos with pedimented fronts topped with wooden
architectural frameworks. A footed, two-handled urn is installed in front of each cylinder. 117 The
placement of the urns in front of the closed curtains suggests a ritual motive and may be
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evidence that a sacred space behind the curtained enclosure, perhaps a shrine, is the intended
subject.
This fresco probably represents an imaginary scene with fantastic architecture, as was
common in similar Third-Style Pompeian decorative murals for domestic spaces, resembling a
stage-set. 118 The cylindrical form also suggests an exedra, a Roman form appropriated by
Schinkel, Paul, and Mies. A comparison of these classical painted curtains with Mies and
Reich’s curved curtain installations for exhibitions, and with Mies’s curved wall designs, offers
intriguing similarities [FIG. 2.14; FIG. 2.21; FIG. 3.27]. In another Pompeian example, the House
of the Tragic Poet, the walls in the triclinium feature an ochre-colored series of panels in the
form of hanging draperies that serve as background for mythological scenes [FIG. 3.45]. The
illusion of fabric is achieved through the draped, curved tops and bottoms of flat planar panels.
Ancient Roman decorators enjoyed playing with the notion of flat, planar space versus spatial
recession, as well as overlapping one depicted object over another in a series of shallow
planes, and the curtain plays an important role in such representations.
The ancient Roman tradition of employing fabric curtains to partition space was not
abandoned in later centuries, as illustrated in the famous mosaics in the Basilica of
Sant'Apollinare Nuovo in Ravenna, Italy, 561 CE. In an image of the façade of a late Roman
building, the Palace of Theodoric, hanging curtains have two functions: to direct the visitor to the
main entrance and to deter the visitor from attempting to enter the smaller archways [FIG.
3.46]. 119
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Fabric Partitions and Their Functions in Ancient Rome
Hanging curtains as privacy-producing devices were integral to the utilitarian as well as
the symbolic function of the Roman house. They operated primarily to control light and heat,
while also organizing the gaze in ways that reflect the sociopolitical requirements of the Roman
elite, as the experience of non-familial visitors required careful choreographing. 120 According to
Yvon Thébert,
The use of fabric hangings changed as society evolved. As social relations
became increasingly hierarchical, hangings were used to dramatize the
importance of a house’s owner. The higher a man’s rank, the more hangings he
had in his home. . . . Draperies were no substitute, no mere convenient
alternative to walls and doors, but key elements of architectural design. Curtains
were not meant to be pushed away as they are today. They barred the way,
blocked passage. The curtain was the mask of all that was most powerful: the
emperor, the godhead, the nobility . . . it took less audacity to open a door than to
raise a drawn curtain. 121
In a broader sense, however, argues convincingly that this gradual partitioning of the domestic
interior reveals the growing notion of individuality and the increasing stratification and
hierarchical structure of society in late imperial Rome, which resulted in the growing separation
of public and private space. Thus, the typology of the western home gradually transformed from
a multifunctional central space in ancient Rome to a compartmentalized series of smaller rooms,
a form which has persisted, in more traditional domestic interiors, to the present day. 122
As Shelley Hales writes, “The idea that levels of privacy and publicness are tied to the
acquisition and maintenance of self-identity and status is clearly demonstrated in Pompeii.” 123
These levels of privacy, constructed in the form of doors and screens of wood as well as by
hanging fabric curtains, were, however, usually temporary and at the mercy of the more
Yvon Thébert, “Private Life and Domestic Architecture in Roman Africa,” “How the Domus Worked,” in
A History of Private Life: From Pagan Rome to Byzantium, ed. Paul Veyne, trans. Arthur Goldhammer
(Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University, 1987), 383-406.
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pressing socio-political requirements, since the domus functioned not simply as shelter but also
held the important role of promoting the identity of the family, which was ultimately constantly on
display, as if on stage. 124
In the ancient Roman tablinum, a large room at the far end of the atrium in a Roman
atrium house (originally the master bedroom and later evolving into the “tablet room” or room for
depositing the family records, rather like a study), spatial partitions in the form of wooden
screens, folding doors and hanging fabrics provided color, protection from drafts, and privacy for
the paterfamilias as he worked alone or met with the many visitors who came daily to pay
homage to their patron. 125 These cloaking devices could also be opened when desired to
expose the head of the household to visitors. An example of a wooden space-dividing screen is
found in the domus known as the House of the Wooden Partition in Herculaneum [FIG. 3.40]. 126
The screen, which has survived in a carbonized state, takes a horizontal form that does not
extend vertically to the ceiling in the same way that Mies’s wood and stone partitions for the
Tugendhat House inhabit interior space. Bronze handles and hinges enabled the screen to be
opened and closed at will.
In addition to wooden and fabric screens, the apsidal or exedral form is another key
element of the Roman domestic interior that was appropriated by Mies. 127 Significantly for our
discussion, the exedra in the Roman domus (already a standard form in the public architecture
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125 McKay, Houses, Villas, and Palaces in the Roman World, 140–41. For a discussion of wooden spacedividing screens in the Pompeian interior, see Eleanor Winsor Leach, “Oecus on Ibycus: Investigating the
Vocabulary of the Roman House,” in Sequence and Space in Pompeii, ed. Sara E. Bon and Rick Jones
(Oxford: Oxbow Books, 1997), 57, 131–32. Jens-Arne Dickmann also mentions the use of wooden folding
doors to divide space in the tablinum. Jens-Arne Dickmann, “The Peristyle and the Transformation of
Domestic Space,” in Laurence and Wallace-Hadrill, Domestic Space in the Roman World, 121–36.
126See also A. J. Brothers, “Urban Housing,” in Roman Domestic Buildings, ed. Ian M. Barton (Exeter:
University of Exeter, 1996), 41–42.

On the significance in Mies’s oeuvre of the classically-derived exedral bench as inherited from
Schinkel, see Bergdoll, “The Nature of Mies’s Space.”
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of the basilica) developed to serve as a kind of ceremonial background foil for the head of
household or important guest, and is seen particularly in the dining area, the triclinium, which
was usually located opposite the main entrance to the house. 128 Here the paterfamilias or
honored visitor might give an address seated in the center of a semi-circular table with a
hanging curtain backdrop. According to Hales, “The paterfamilias could use the house as a
stage on which to project an impression of himself, supported by the memorial of his family, in
the same way as the public buildings of Pompeii did so form him and his contemporaries in their
public capacity as the local ruling elite.” 129
Along with the exedral reception and dining rooms in the Roman domus, circular dining
tables also developed. At the end of the late third century C.E., the stibadium, or semi-circular
dining couch (also known as a sigma), became popular in aristocratic homes in the roman
provinces. 130 Mies’s semi-circular, wood-veneered screen, which divides the lower area of the
Tugendhat House contains echoes of this ancient Roman architectural form, partitioning as it
did the dining area of the Tugendhat family and creating an apse-like, quasi-ceremonial
backdrop for festive dining experiences. The placement of the expandable circular table that
Mies designed [FIG. 2.14] (to considerable and ongoing critical acclaim) within the semicircular
space echoes ancient Roman predecessors; from the second half of the fourth century BCE
onward, round tables replaced their rectangular predecessors in the ancient Roman dining
room. 131 The classical Greek roots of one of Mies’s best-known furniture designs, the Barcelona

128 Simon P. Ellis, “Late-Antique Dining: Architecture, Furnishings, and Behaviour,” in Laurence and
Wallace-Hadrill, Domestic Space and the Roman World, 41, 46. See also Simon P. Ellis, “Power,
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Hammer, and Tegethoff, Tugendhat Haus, 44–45.
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chair, are widely acknowledged [FIG. 3.47], but in addition to conjuring up the ancient Greek
klismos chair, it also pays homage to the ancient Roman cerule seats, as filtered through the
designs of Schinkel. 132
Mies also reveals his debt to the tradition of the Roman domestic interior in the
deliberate and complex framing of visual experiences from both outside and inside―the play of
what scholars have referred to as Bildraum vs. Realraum, meaning the differentiation between
“the view,” a constructed entity framed like a picture, and real architectural space, through the
actual flow of the plan. Bildraum was an key factor in the design of the Roman domus, intended
to impress the visitor from outside the family with the power and magnificence of the family and
its dwelling. 133 This deliberate manipulation of points of view and control of the inhabitant’s
actual and perceived experience of domestic space is illuminating in comparison with
discussions of Mies’s similar concerns, inspired by the work of Schinkel, as discussed in the
previous section. Pondering the theatrical nature of ancient Roman fresco paintings, Nathaniel
B. Jones writes: “…they might have marked out a liminal, fictional mode of representation by
staging the house as a place of theatricality, and thereby heightened the dramatic quality of the
inhabitants’ self-fashioning through domestic decoration.” 134 Just as the spaces of the ancient
domus were constructed, both virtually/optically and actually/physically, so, too, Mies and
Reich’s domestic interiors were alternately divided and opened up through the use of curtains

See Ludwig Glaeser, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe: Furniture and Furniture Drawings from the Design
Collection and the Mies van der Rohe Archive (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1977), 11; Ursula IlseNeuman, “Karl Friedrich Schinkel and Berlin Cast Iron, 1810–1841”; Otakar Máčel, “The Metal Furniture
by Mies van der Rohe: Manufacturers and Imitations, 1927–38,” in Mies and Modern Living: Interiors,
Furniture, Photography, ed. Helmut Reuter and Birgit Schulte (Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2008), 101–04;
Wolfgang Pehnt, “Schinkel After Schinkel: Heirs of the Prussian Master Architect,” in Zukowsky, ed., Karl
Friedrich Schinkel: The Drama of Architecture, 134–51; Wolf Tegethoff, “The Pavilion Chair,” in Mies and
Modern Living: Interiors, Furniture, Photography, 145-174; and Matthias Winkler, “Analyzing the Early
Barcelona Chair,” in Mies and Modern Living: Interiors, Furniture, Photography, 175-183.
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and screens. These fabric screens created ceremonial presentation and intimacy,
expansiveness and privacy, drama and quietude, decoration and pleasurable tactile
experiences.
Going hand in hand in Mies’s buildings with the use of fabric curtain/walls is the use of
swaths of hanging fabric falling in cascading folds used in conjunction with panes of glass,
which became a major design statement and recurring image in Mies’s work, both in his Weimar
designs with Reich and in his later, American oeuvre. While the idea of fabric draperies hung at
a window may seem mundane and ubiquitous (and, in light of the profound monumentality and
canonical stature of Mies’s building structures, relatively inconsequential), what is specifically
referred to here is a particular design treatment that juxtaposes a dramatic swath of fabric,
especially hanging in rippling folds, behind a surface of glass that is articulated with a grid
pattern or other geometric motif, appearing on a small scale (as applied to pieces of furniture
like the fronts of armoires and other storage units) as well as at an architectural scale (as in
Mies’s use of draperies as a design component of the facades of buildings).
This design treatment can be identified in Mies’s work in various forms: it appears as
vast swaths of dramatically curtained glass walls (as seen, for example, in the Tugendhat,
Lemke, and Farnsworth Houses [FIG. 2.26; FIG. 3.48; FIG. 3.49], and is continued in the 860–
880 Lake Shore Drive Apartments, 1951-56 [FIG. 3.50], and Lafayette Park Housing Project,
Detroit (1955-56) [FIG. 3.51] as well as in the juxtaposition of glass “curtain wall” to wall of fabric
in the chapel at IIT (1949-53) [FIG. 3.52]. It also appears, however, in designs of more intimate
scale, as revealed in period photos of his European residential interiors.
A view of the interior of Mies’s Eichstaedt House, Berlin-Nikolassee (1921-1923) shows
French doors of glass hung with curtains dividing the dining room from the living room [FIG.
3.53]. The motif was repeated in the interiors of the Hermann Lange House [FIG. 3.54] and
Josef Esters House, Krefeld [FIG. 3.55] (both 1927-30, with interiors by Mies and Reich), visible
in photos of fabric-covered glass doors and partitions.
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.Although, as Julian Heynen explains, most of the original furniture in the Lange and
Esters houses, with the exception of a few pieces for the woman’s room of Lange House, was
not designed by Mies 135 the continued appearance of the fabric behind glass motif in his
buildings is remarkable, particularly in the way in which the softly-draping fabric of the window
curtains is mirrored in the door panels. In photos dating after 1933 of Lemke House, BerlinHohenschönhausen (1932-33), also furnished by Mies and Lilly Reich, the long expanses of
window drapery that grace its garden façade are echoed in the interior, as seen in the handling
of the partition between the foyer and the study [FIG. 3.56; FIG. 3.57].
These treatments are reminiscent of Bruno Paul’s designs for screens and other interior
furnishings, as evident in photographs produced to market his furniture manufactured by the
Vereinigte Werkstätten für Kunst im Handwerk (United Workshops for Creative Handicraft). An
image from 1905 of a bedroom/dressing room interior designed by Paul features a folding
screen composed of a grid pattern with hanging fabric [FIG. 3.58], along with a massive clothing
cupboard hung with a geometrically-patterned and flounced fabric attached to a curtain rod with
rings, following the ancient Roman armarium type. An even more abstract example is visible in
a photograph reproduced in the Vereinigte Werkstätten’s 1907 catalogue, depicting Paul’s
model living room in an apartment for a bachelor [FIG. 3.59]. By the late 1920s, Paul’s play with
the expressive possibilities of hanging fabric, employed as a spatial partition and as a
compliment to panes of glass, had reached a new level of decorative liveliness, his glass-front,
fabric-lined armoire bringing a quality of architectonic monumentality to the room [FIG. 3.60].
This penchant for utilizing a “curtains behind glass” motif has unexpected classical roots.
Ancient Roman armaria (open sideboards) and other types of cupboards utilized hanging fabric
curtains instead of doors. 136 Interpreted in the form of glass-fronted armoires by numerous

135 Julian Heynen, Ein Ort für Kunst/A Place for Art: Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Haus Lange – Haus
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nineteenth-century neoclassical designers including Schinkel [FIG. 3.61; FIG. 3.62; FIG. 3.63]
and translated during the early twentieth century Neo-Biedermeier era by Paul [FIG. 3.64], the
motif is echoed in vestigial form in the work of Mies.
The juxtaposition of hard and soft, flat and rippled, and stationary and moveable
materials, possible by exploiting the visual correspondences of glass and fabric, is evident in the
use of hanging fabric that appeared in in various guises in Mies’s buildings. While the master
narrative of architectural history favors Behrens as the key model for Mies’s development, it is
once again necessary to recognize Paul’s handling of fabric and his translation of Schinkel as a
primary point of inspiration. Fabric was very much a part of Bruno Paul’s language of interior
design; indeed, even his Typenmöbel (line of standardized furniture) produced by the Vereinigte
Werkstätten (the project recognized as fitting in most easily with canonical modernism)
incorporated hanging fabric as an integral design component. This is apparent in an illustration
of a wash commode in a Typenmöbel catalog, circa 1908 [FIG. 3.65] as well as in his armoire
and buffet designs. In Paul’s work, this Neo-Biedermeier flourish that juxtaposes hanging fabric
with a plane of glass appears in various forms, including in the lady’s bedroom for Haus
Westend [FIG. 3.66]. Here, Paul’s treatment of fabric behind glass with gridded latticework
appears as a compositional element in the design of the white armoire; it is accompanied by
more hanging fabric in the form of a white curtain partition next to the bed.
Paul would repeat this motif often, for example, in his interiors for the steamships of the
German Lloyd company [FIG. 3.67; FIG. 3.68], realized during a period of his close relationship
with Mies, who at the time was designing the Riehl house. 137 A particularly remarkable example
According to Neumeyer, “At the time Mies received the commission for the Riehl House, he was
employed in the atelier of Bruno Paul, who had made a name for himself as caricaturist at the Munichbased satirical periodical Simplicissimus, and also as a leading German furniture designer. Paul’s modern
and solid, Prussian-styled Empire style made him a natural for the interior designs of modern ocean
liners, the luxury of which was in keeping with his tastes.” Neumeyer, The Artless Word, 50. While Mies
was designing the Riehl House, Paul was working on commissions for the ocean liners Kronprinzessin
Cecilie (1908), Derfflinger (packet steamer, 1907), Prinz Friedrich Wilhelm (1908), and George
Washington (1908). Neumeyer, The Artless Word, 350n18.
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of this motif is seen in Paul’s brass bed design (c. 1909), also manufactured by the Vereinigte
Werkstätten, with its curious head- and footboard decorated with gathered fabric behind a
geometric, gridded framework [FIG. 3.69]. Adding to the Neo-Biedermeier mood is the chaise
longue; a further fabric flourish is added by the bedside lamp, covered by a ruffled fabric shade.
The furniture grouping rests on a patterned, “oriental” carpet, adding comfort, texture, pattern,
and color to the room. In short, textiles were everywhere in the oeuvre of Bruno Paul, and this
particular focus on hanging fabric would not be lost on Mies.
The preoccupation with the play of fabric with hard, immobile materials like glass (as well
as stone and wood), and fascination with visual metamorphosis evident in much of Paul’s
interior oeuvre is evident in one of Paul’s most animated designs: his sideboard (circa 1907) for
the Vereinigte Werkstätten [FIG. 3.70]. Manufactured of laminated timber sheets, the design of
the front of the sideboard creates the appearance of flowing folds of fabric. Looking back at
Mies’s architecture, a compelling comparison can be made between the undulating surface of
Paul’s highly reflective “façade,” which appears almost liquid in its play with perceptual effects,
and Mies’s design for the unbuilt yet influential 1923 Glass Skyscraper [FIG. 3.71; FIG. 3.72].
When viewed as an elevation study, Mies’s design resembles, as Rosemarie Bletter has shown,
a “freestanding curtain.” 138 The relationship of this idea to Mies’s development of the glass
curtain wall is clear; what has not been fully explored, however, are the ways in which the formal
qualities of hanging fabric would continue to resonate within Mies’s (and Reich’s) aesthetic
approach. Bruno Paul continued to explore the “ripple” effect of veneered wood with forms that
suggest movement and conjure up images of flowing fabric. His mahogany buffet designed in
1912 for the Berlin residence of Dr. Stern, for example, has been described in terms of the play
of light on the rhythmic wave-like façade of the buffet, with its concave and convex surfaces. 139
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Paul continued to explore the “ripple” effect of veneered wood with undulating forms that suggest
movement and which conjure up images of flowing fabric. For example, Popp describes Paul’s mahogany
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Curtains, Privacy and Power in Historical Context
At this juncture, a brief discussion of the role of the curtain partition in the development
of privacy in the European domestic interior is in order. The notion of privacy as we know it in
the domestic sphere evolved between 1400 and 1700, a period of “closure,” as Martin Locock
has shown, a period during which “modern concepts of privacy, individualism, and property
(integral to a capitalist society) replaced an earlier, feudal, mode of thought.” 140 By the early
nineteenth century, domestic space had become considerably more subdivided, an increased
spatial compartmentalization that developed in response to the industrialized economic situation
and manifested itself in the gendered and class-infused middle-class domestic interior. 141 With
the intensification of this kind of economically and socially determined gender differentiation, the
separate bedroom tradition developed, along with the notion of femininity “based on an ethic of
isolation,” as Mark Grahame has argued. 142

buffet designed in 1912 for the Berlin residence of Dr. Stern in terms of the play of light on the rhythmic
wave-like façade of the buffet, with its concave and convex surfaces: “Um das Spiel des Lichtes möglichst
auszunützen, wurde der Wechsel von konkaven und konvexen Flächen gewählt, deren Wellenschlag
gegen die Randleisten bald aufsteigt, bald abfällt. Dieser Rhythmus vollzieht sich in drei Gruppen.” (To
most effectively exploit the play of light, the alternation of concave and convex planes was designed in
order that their wave action against the edge of the buffet appears to quickly rise and fall.). Author’s
translation. Joseph Popp, Bruno Paul (Munich: F. Bruckmann A. G., 1916), 45.
Martin Locock, “Meaningful Architecture,” 1-13, in Meaningful Architecture: Social Interpretations of
Buildings (Brookfield, VT: Avebury, 1994), 11. Locock refers to Matthew Johnson’s theory of “closure” as
developing during this period. Matthew Johnson, “The Development of the Building Trades in the West
Midlands, 1400–1850,” Construction History 8 (1992): 3–19. John Schofield dates the development even
earlier; Schofield considers the issue of domestic privacy and reminds us of the dangers inherent in
assuming that certain “modern” materials like glass have always served the same function historically.
While for modern architecture, glass equaled transparency (the opposite of privacy), during the Middle
Ages, glazed windows provided, along with illumination and decoration, privacy through their opacity. See
John Schofield, “Social Perceptions of Space in Medieval and Tudor London Houses,” in Locock,
Meaningful Architecture, 203. See also Schuldenfrei, Luxury and Modernism, 77, 213–15, 239–44. For a
study of the history of glass symbolism, see Bletter, “Mies and Dark Transparency.”
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Grahame also sees this at this particular moment the introduction of the nursery, “that peculiarly
Victorian phenomenon” which, he argues, was born to perpetuate the newly sharpened divisions between
adults and children. In a related trend, the enfilade arrangement of rooms in pre-modern aristocratic
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Drawing on the writings of Michel Foucault to situate his discussion of spatial nodes in
the Roman house, Grahame’s approach contextualizes the formal aspects of the Roman
domestic interior within a discussion of the power ramifications of the creation of privacy and the
divisions of space. 143 Grahame’s thoughtful discussion about the relationship of privacy and
power in terms of the negotiation between architectural boundaries, body placement, and visual
surveillance is worth quoting at length for its applicability to Mies’s and Reich’s interiors:
In closed spaces, individuals are less visible because of the concealment
provided by the architectural barrier. Closed spaces provide the means for
enclosure of the body. Privacy relates to the ability to enclose the body and
remove oneself from the sight of others; in more public places, the norms of
society hold sway and the presence of others provides a powerful incentive to
conform to the accepted modes of practices.
Norms are not neutral but serve ideological functions within society.
Enforcing conformity to these norms depends upon surveillance. Privacy as the
avoidance of scrutiny relates then to power. The ability to resist the pressures to
conform, by evading surveillance, provides the basis for resistance to the
imposition of the structures of domination upon which inequality depends. . .
Privacy is about the power to control the degree of knowledge which others may
have about oneself. It is the means by which individuals can keep secret aspects
of their existence and thereby retain exclusive control over them. The ability to
preserve such control is fundamental to sustaining an inner sense of security and
well being. . . By making the body visible through architectural arrangements
which increased opportunities for surveillance, individuals may be subjected to
an enhanced level of control. 144
Grahame sees architectural partitioning in the domestic environment as constituting an activity
that is by no means neutral, participating as it does in the support and perpetuation of normative
power structures:
Segmentation in architecture is therefore about the structuring of relations
between people by control over the body through its location and movement in
space. The degree of privacy allowed in any context will be contingent upon the
actual division of space. The simple identification of spaces which permit
enclosure is insufficient to assess the possibilities for privacy…Architectural
houses gave way to nineteenth-century models in which a much greater level of privacy was possible
through the design of hallways, which enabled greater division of spaces and more discrete rooms.
Grahame, “Public and Private in the Roman House,” 143.
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boundaries remove ambiguities, ensuring that there can be little doubt if
someone crosses into a space to which they do not have any entitlement to
enter. Privacy, then, paradoxically is about the power to avoid power. However,
increasing segmentation in architecture may not provide more ways to escape
that power; rather, it may serve as a means of exercising it. 145
In carefully differentiating between the privacy that may exist between members of the
household and strangers from the outside world, versus the levels of privacy available between
one inhabitant of the household and another, Grahame shows that both types of privacy were
predicated upon the perpetuation of social hierarchies and the performance of status in Roman
society.
This deliberate manipulation of domestic space for the purpose of creating a specific
response in the visitor is also not unlike the symbolic function of the liminal space at the
entrance to the Tugendhat House [FIG. 2.4]. Here the unannounced visitor might be greeted
before being led into the more “public” space of the Tugendhat House, an experience that is
reminiscent of the ritual of salutatio, during which the paterfamilias as patron received his clients
in the atrium after they had entered through the entrance and vestibulum, to receive
assignments, gifts, and so on. 146 Further, this notion of the inherent power in the control of the
view or “gaze” is particularly applicable in terms of Mies’s careful consideration of privacy issues
in the design of the Tugendhat House. As Wolf Tegethoff has discussed in detail, several
variations were developed before a satisfactory solution to these domestic needs was found. 147
Of clearly great concern, based on the amount of effort Mies expended on a series of plan
proposals, was the protection of the family members’ visual privacy from the view of the live-in
145

Grahame, “Public and Private in the Roman House,” 146.

Hales, The Roman House and Social Identity, 2–5. Notable studies of the ancient Roman domus also
include Bon and Jones Sequence and Space in Pompeii; Mark Grahame, Reading Space: Social
Interaction and Identity in the Houses of Roman Pompeii: A Syntactical Approach to the Analysis and
Interpretation of Built Space (Oxford: Archaeopress, 2000); and Ray Laurence, Roman Pompeii: Space
and Society (London: Routledge, 1994).
146

Tegethoff, “The Tugendhat ‘Villa’: A Modern Residence in Turbulent Times,” in Hammer-Tugendhat,
Hammer, and Tegethoff, Tugendhat Haus, 113–17.

147

219

servants’ quarters. Specific areas of anxiety were the outdoor terraces and garden,
necessitating the careful positioning of the servants’s windows and entrances to prevent
unwanted surveillance. 148
Passed down for millennia, the curtain partition and room-dividing screen has continued
to play a key role in the domestic environment, from classical antiquity, through the neoclassical
period, to the early twentieth-century Neo-Biedermeier era, to the “high” modern interior of the
1920s and ‘30s, and even into the mid-century modern period of the 1940s and ‘50s with the
popularity of wooden room dividing screens. 149 This rather extended discussion of the use of
fabric partitions in ancient Rome encourages a reconsideration of Mies’s classical influences, in
order to understand the ways in which, just as the spaces of the ancient domus were
manipulated, both optically and physically, so too Mies’s and Reich’s domestic interiors were
alternately divided and opened up through the use of curtains and screens for purposes of
decoration and dramatic display as well as to create spaces of greater privacy and to control the
gaze. As decorative and functional interior elements that provided beauty, luxury, drama, and
areas of increased privacy through spatial partitioning, Mies and Reich’s fabric walls were a
central component of the open plan and key actors in the performance of domestic life. The
juxtaposition of hard and soft, flat and rippled, and stationary and moveable materials, possible
by exploiting the visual correspondences of glass and fabric, is evident in the use of hanging
fabric that appeared in in various guises in Mies’s buildings. This analysis requires, once again,
a serious reconsideration of the hierarchical relationship between architecture and interior
148
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The use of freestanding or stationary room dividers had largely fallen out of favor in interior design in
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furnishings. Mies’s “classicist temperament,” as a key component of his and Reich’s interior
oeuvre, deserves reassessment, for the light that it sheds on the ways in which the
interconnected themes of decoration, privacy and control through the construction of subjective
experience have contributed to the function and meaning of domestic space.
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Chapter 4: Draw the Drapes: Contemporary and Historical Context for the Fabric SpaceDividing Partition, and Theoretical Analysis of its Use in the Neues Bauen

The appeal to the eye inherent in the workings of
fabric is apparently as old as cloth itself.” 1
Anne Hollander

Not simply an abstract and reductive plane that functioned to divide domestic space, 2
the fabric partition wall in domestic interiors was a device loaded, as the previous chapters have
illustrated, with considerable historical baggage. The curtain/walls serve to communicate
symbolic meaning as they engage in the social practice of domesticity, in the ritual performance
of everyday life in the home. Although curtains have traditionally served both utilitarian and a
decorative function in the domestic interior, hanging draperies do not neatly fit into a narrow
understanding of what constitutes modern architecture. It is remarkable that Mies, heralded as
one of the premier pioneers of modern architecture and design, was able to “take back” the
feminized interior (albeit as “space,” rather than in the form of a series of outmoded, discrete
“rooms”) and make it his own, together with Lilly Reich, using an element of soft furnishing
typically considered as an aspect of interior decoration. He accomplished this feat while
managing to transcend the negative connotations of the gendered domestic interior and the taint
of the interior decorator. Mies co-opted and rationalized the fabric curtain and transformed it into
an architectural device―a modern mechanism―used to divide open interior space into smaller
spatial areas, in service of the functional requirements of the inhabitants. Indeed, as we have

1

Anne Hollander, Seeing Through Clothes, 2.
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seen, in the Tugendhat house, the family members enthusiastically embraced the curtain
partitions, praising them as both functionally and philosophically central to their understanding of
life in the house.
This chapter continues the exploration into the various meanings encoded in the curtainas-wall. Part one investigates the relationship between the modern fabric partition and its
historical antecedent, the room-dividing privacy or dressing screen in the European interior, a
highly gendered device often with erotic connotations, and with Japanese antecedents. Part two
continues this exploration between spatial partitions, the body, and clothing, bringing in German
architect and theorist Gottfried Semper’s influential Bekleidungstheorie (theory of cladding),
considered a foundational milestone in the canon of modern architecture. Lastly, part three
positions the hanging curtain partition within the broader culture of Weimar Germany, within
contemporary discussions of health, hygiene, and bodily freedom on one side, and the call for
its compartmentalization and control on the other. This discussion will examine the discourse
concerning the emergence of new social groups who lived alone (like unmarried men and
women) and the Existenzminimum in the aftermath of the World War I.

Part I: The History of the Room-Dividing Screen
The space-dividing partition screen took various forms in pre-Weimar Germany, forms
which, in vestigial form, inhabit the reductive fabric curtain/walls of the Neues Bauen. With its
roots in the partitioned interior spaces of the ancient world and the Middle Ages, and transmitted
through the design language of neoclassicism in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the
device was inflected with East Asian interior design practices, particularly the use of the folding
screen, and was disseminated in the nineteenth century through the display of Japanese
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architecture and design at international expositions and via the export of Japanese ukiyo-e
woodblock prints [FIG. 4.1; FIG. 4.2]. 3
Originally a Chinese invention, the folding screen appears in paintings in Han Dynasty
tombs (200 BCE – 200 CE); the oldest surviving examples date from the eighth century CE. 4
The folding screen was later exported to Korea and then to Japan, where it achieved new levels
of artistry and took on additional functions. In China, the screen served as an aesthetic and
intellectually stimulating object, rather than (as was the case in the Japanese interior) a flexible
and mobile furnishing, due to the fact that traditional Chinese houses of the elite have stationary
walls, often decorated with murals, and thus screens are not moved with the same frequency as
in Japan. 5 Forms of the folding screen in Japan, where it developed into the forms most
recognized today, include the byobu: a folding screen, which translated into English means
“protection from the wind,” tsuitate: a single panel entrance screen, fusuma: a sliding door, shoji:
the modern term for translucent paper doors or windows, tobusuma: a wooden sliding screen,

3 Pertinent for this discussion of Mies is the fact that Bruno Paul collected Japanese prints, as evident in a
1907 photograph of Paul’s dining room. William Owen Harrod, “Bruno Paul: The Life and Work of a
Pragmatic Modernist” (PhD diss., University of Texas, 2001), 39, fig. 61. Various scholars have identified
the influence of Japanese architecture on Mies’s oeuvre; see, for example, Werner Blaser and Johannes
Malms, West Meets East: Mies van der Rohe (Basel: Birkhäuser, 1996). Schulze’s Mies biography
compares the gridded wall treatment in the hall of Mies’s Riehl House to Japanese shoji screens; the
updated Mies biography, however, omits any mention of Japanese influence. Franz Schulze, Mies van
der Rohe: A Critical Biography (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985), 28; Franz Schulze and
Edward Windhorst, Mies van der Rohe: A Critical Biography, rev. ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2014), 19. Also pertinent is Terence Riley’s discussion of the influence of Japanese traditional
architecture on Mies and, in turn, the impact of Mies’s oeuvre on Japanese contemporary architect
Yoshio Taniguchi. Riley, Yoshio Taniguchi: Nine Museums (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2004), 1435. Bruno Taut was a pioneer in identifying Eastern influences (especially the seventeenth-century
Katsura Villa) on western modernists; see Riley, 27.

Dianne Lee van der Reyden, “The History, Technology, and Care of Folding Screens: Case Studies of
the Conservation Treatment of Western and Oriental Screens,” Smithsonian Museum Conservation
Institute, accessed October 29, 2021, https://www.si.edu/mci/downloads/relact/folding_screens.pdf.

4

Janet Woodbury Adams, Decorative Folding Screens: 400 Years of Western World (New York: Viking
Press, 1983), 20.
5
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and sugido: a cedar board. 6 Japanese screens were intended to fulfill various functions,
including deflecting evil spirits at the entrance to the home, dividing space in the form of sliding
interior wall panels, and protection from drafts. Each of these formats was decorated with
painting and other ornamental treatments. 7
The East Asian screen form was first exported to Europe during the lively cross-cultural
exchange of the 16th century. 8 Three centuries later, following the United State governmentsponsored visit in 1853 by Commodore Perry to open trade between Japan and the West,
folding screens enjoyed a burst of popularity in the second half of the nineteenth- and early
twentieth century, with the flourishing Japonisme of the Aesthetic movement and the
subsequent Art Nouveau movement (Jugendstil in Germany) beginning in the 1890s. The
European ancestors of the space-dividing screen, on the other hand, date back to the Classical
world, as the previous chapter has shown. During the Middle Ages, the great halls of medieval
Europe were partitioned by screens for privacy and warmth. 9 The European screen served as
an element in the sumptuous décor of elite dwellings, along with framed paintings and fine
furniture, and was also used to protect against drafts.
The room-dividing screen of the eighteenth century could serve as a “cover-up” for
various kinds of illicit behavior, as satirized in an etching from 1721 by French artist Bernard
Picart [FIG. 4.3]. The image features a large eight-paneled Coromandel screen 10 hiding several

The byobu is also referred to as a “beoube'” in English and as a “paravent” in French. Dianne Lee van
der Reyden, “The History, Technology, and Care of Folding Screens: Case Studies of the Conservation
Treatment of Western and Oriental Screens.”
6

7

Adams, Decorative Folding Screens, 15–42.

8

Adams, Decorative Folding Screens, 9.

Adams, Decorative Folding Screens, 65. See also Elise Grill, The Art of the Japanese Screen (New
York: Walker, 1970); Sherman Lee, Introduction to Japanese Screens (Cleveland: Cleveland Museum of
Art, 1977): and Gisei Takakuwa, The Screens of Japan (Tokyo: Mitsumura Suiko Shoin, 1961).

9

“Coromandel” refers to the eastern coast of India. Eric Weichel, “’Heraldic Fantasies in Blue and Red
and Silver’: Orientalism, Luxury and Social Corruption in the South Sea Directorial Houses,” in Oriental
Interiors: Design, Identity, Space, ed. John Potvin (London: Bloomsbury, 2015), 175–76.
10
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individuals (including King George I’s two mistresses), caught in a scandalous British financial
crisis known as the South Sea Bubble in 1720. Guilty of illegal dealings, they were nonetheless
able to circumvent justice due to their power and status. The various players hiding behind the
screen are visible only as mirror reflections or shadows, but the images of two of those involved,
a man at left and a woman at right, each partly obscured from view, suggest a secret lovers’
rendezvous and allude to the erotic function of such screens. 11
Unambiguous in its function as an erotic prop, the room-dividing screen consistently
appears in bordello interiors. In a fin-de-siècle French photograph, a smiling prostitute posing for
the camera is endowed with her “attributes:” a mirror, the traditional accouterment of feminine
desirability, as well as with a dressing or “modesty” screen, positioned at right [FIG. 4.4]. Clearly
here, since the woman is already partially nude, the screen participates in the commodified
performance of eroticism rather than as an actual privacy screen for the purposes of decorum. It
functions, like the mirror, as a stand-in for the male viewer/consumer, and furthers the desired
impression of undressing and of titillating exposure. Implicated in the commercialization of
sexuality and the gaze, it is a device that contributes to the pornographic aspects of the image.
As Virginia Butera has written: "In its use as a dressing partition--concealing one person's
nakedness from the eyes of another--the folding screen may also represent an erotic boundary
and, more generally, may be a metaphor for sexuality itself." 12

11 In addition, this female figure may represent the king’s longtime mistress, Melusine von der
Schulenberg, Duchess of Kendall and Munster, or possibly his illegitimate half-sister Sophia Charlotte von
Kielmansegg, who was assumed by many to also be his mistress; another possibility is Henrietta Howard,
mistress of the Prince of Wales. This point adds to the potential titillation of the scene. British Museum, “A
True Picture of the Famous Skreen describ’d in the Lond.n Journ.l No. 85,” acc. no. 1868,0808.3473,
British Museum,
https://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?assetId=520022
001&objectId=3157471&partId=1, accessed August 13, 2019. See also Weichel, “’Heraldic Fantasies in
Blue and Red and Silver’”; and "South Sea Bubble," Encyclopaedia Britannica,
https://www.britannica.com/event/South-Sea-Bubble, November 5, 2008.

Virginia F. Butera, “The Folding Screen as Sexual Metaphors in Twentieth Century Art: An Analysis of
Screens by Eileen Gray, Man Ray, and Bruce Conner” (PhD diss., City University of New York, 2002), vii.
12
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Quite different in mood, but equally gendered, the function of folding screens in the
genteel, European bourgeois home of the nineteenth century was to organize physical space
and the visual landscape in order to uphold social etiquette (shielding unwanted or inappropriate
views, sounds and smells, for example, of servants, children, and members of the opposite
sex), while at the same time providing protection from drafts. 13 This form of domestic screening
device is related to the portière, or hanging fabric curtain hung in a doorway, commonly used in
nineteenth-century European interiors, in residential as well as in exhibition display designs like
those on view at the 1851 Great Exhibition in London. Oskar Mothes’s Gründerzeit-era book
Unser Heim im Schmuck der Kunst (Our Home, Artistically Decorated”), discussed in the
previous chapter [FIG. 3.3], illustrates a ladies’ room featuring a portière. With its fringed trim
and ornamental lambrequin, the portière in the Damenzimmer serves both as decorative
embellishment and cocoon-like domestic space for the inhabitant (in this case, female
inhabitants), helping to control drafts and also providing psychological warmth. It also functioned
to control the gaze; for example, in social events requiring the separation of the sexes, for
example, the ladies could be screened from male scrutiny. While such representative bourgeois
rooms seem far removed from Mies and Reich’s reductive and elegant modern style, the use of
a fabric spatial partition connects the seemingly disparate interiors.
The popularity of portières and curtain-walls, both in the domestic realm and in
commercial settings, continued through the Wilhelmine period in Germany, as evident in the
work of Mies’s mentor, Bruno Paul, whose distinctive modern approach to interior design and
translation of Schinkel was, as discussed in the previous chapter, so significant for Mies. Paul’s
interiors for exhibitions, residential commissions, and commercial spaces were replete with
fabric partitions. Paul’s interior design for a reception room exhibited at the Grossen Berliner
Kunstausstellung in 1907 [FIG. 4.5], for example, included a portière whose pattern echoed the
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Adams, Decorative Folding Screens, 125.
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geometric organization of elements in the room’s overall Gesamtkunstwerk, continuing the
japonesque grid from the walls to the floor tiles to the hanging fabric panels. The trend
continued in Paul’s interiors for the North German Lloyd steam-powered ocean liners, which
also consistently featured fabric portières [FIG. 4.6]. Throughout the Weimar era, the hanging
fabric curtain-wall continued to appear; it was commonly used in exhibition designs, most
notably in Mies’s and Reich’s Café Samt und Seide [FIG. 3.27; FIG. 3.28], as well as in less
sculptural form in displays like “Die Heidelberger Küche” (the Heidelberg Kitchen), exhibited at
the 1929 Deutsche Werkbund exhibition “Die Wachsende Wohnung” (the Growing Home) in
Cologne [FIG. 4.7]. In residential interiors, the fabric curtain wall appeared in one of the most
renowned modern domestic interiors of the Weimar era: for example, in Gropius’s Master’s
House at the Dessau Bauhaus, as photographed around 1927 by Lucia Moholy [FIG. 4.8].
For outdoor use, the German consumer market was already offering screen-like devices
for sale in the late nineteenth century; one such product, the patented Rollschutzwänd (curved
protective wall), was advertised in the July 11, 1881 issue of Illustrirte Frauen Zeitung [FIG. 4.9].
Manufactured by Davids & Co. of Hannover, this screen was marketed in a variety of sizes and
wood finishes, with an emphasis on its usefulness for any site, ease of handling, solid
construction, absolutely effective protection, and elegance. The design communicates a means
of control (directed specifically at female consumers reading the Illustrirte Frauen Zeitung) both
in the screen’s ability to partition outdoor space for private use, shielding the user from the wind
and from the prying gaze of others. These functions are suggested by the advertisement, which
depicts a man and woman seated together inside screen “A,” while a woman sits alone inside
the protective confines of screen “B.” The notion that women required protection from a variety
of existential threats conflates the protective screen with the heavy cladding of nineteenthcentury women’s fashion, seen in the advertisement, and the image of the more completely
encircling wall of screen B reinforces the period’s attitudes toward gender differences.
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Perhaps more important than privacy, the way in which such screens create outdoor
rooms, complimenting the curvilinear parterre and in effect domesticating nature, is closely
related to the philosophy of the reform movements sweeping Europe, discussed earlier, that
emphasized the health-giving properties of fresh air and sunshine. 14 Outdoor screens also
appeared in the form of the beach cabanas that dotted the shoreline at popular European
seaside resorts. Outfitted with fabric awnings and often gaily decorated with bold stripes and
fringe, these portable huts were used by beachgoers (particularly women), to protect
themselves from sun, spray, and, presumably, the prying eyes of others. A Wilhelmine-era
image of Westerland Beach on the North-Sea island of Sylt depicts fully dressed couples sitting
together in the relative privacy offered by buggy-like cabanas [FIG. 4.10]. The specific
application of decorative pattern used on the cabins is also significant to our current discussion:
by the Middle Ages, striped fabric had become, as Michel Pastoureau has pointed out,
associated with eroticism, licentiousness, and even deviance (it was known as “the Devil’s
cloth”). 15 Both of these German examples, while differing in degree, share the function of
screening the body, with fabric screens at the intersection of contemporary bourgeois
preoccupations: the pursuit of leisure activities, the desire for healthy living, socially informed
notions of modesty and bodily privacy, and repressed eroticism. 16 The very word "screen," as

See Bergdoll’s discussion of Freilufträume (open-air rooms) as a component of Wohnreform in “The
Nature of Mies’s Space,” in Mies in Berlin, ed. Terence Riley and Barry Bergdoll (New York: Museum of
Modern Art, 2001), 71.
14

15 Michel Pastoureau, The Devil’s Cloth: A History of Stripes and Striped Fabric, trans. Jody Gladding
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1991), 1–34.

These portable beach cabanas were related in form and function to bathing machines, popular from the
nineteenth to the early twentieth century. Pulled by horses, bathing machines transported bathers,
especially female, out into the ocean so that they could change clothing, enter the water and swim while
following strict rules of etiquette concerning modesty and bodily comportment. In the mid-nineteenth
century, these contraptions consisted of wheeled wooden cabins outfitted with fabric modesty shields in
the form of telescoping, domed forms closely resembling the women’s crinolines popular in the day. This,
not surprisingly, made them the focus of rampant satire, as numerous illustrations in publications like the
British Punch Almanack attest [FIG. Punch Almanac, date unknown, c. 1850s-1860s; FIG. Punch, July
24, 1858].
16
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Virgina Butera informs us, is derived from the Old High German skirm or skerm, meaning
"protection.” 17
These portable beach cabanas were related in form and function to bathing machines,
popular from the nineteenth to the early twentieth century. Pulled by horses, bathing machines
transported bathers, especially female, out into the ocean so that they could change clothing,
enter the water and swim while following strict rules of etiquette concerning modesty and bodily
comportment. In the mid-nineteenth century, these contraptions consisted of wheeled wooden
cabins outfitted with fabric modesty shields in the form of telescoping, domed forms closely
resembling the women’s crinolines popular in the day. This, not surprisingly, made them the
focus of rampant satire, as numerous illustrations in publications like the British Punch
Almanack humorously attest [FIG. 4.11; FIG. 4.12].
According to Butera, with the advent of hot water and steam heating at the end of the
eighteenth and early nineteenth century, the need for folding screens to block drafts was
eliminated, and their function became primarily symbolic. 18 Especially pertinent is Butera’s point
that room-dividing screens have the potential to “destablize the conventions of domestic space,
destroy the concept of the passivity of objects, and challenge preconceptions of sexual
difference and hierarchy." 19 She quotes a 1905 essay by Freud in which he points out that that
the inclusion of a screen in an interior operates to provoke: according to Freud, while "designed
to ensure privacy, the screen is a tempter, and actually fosters desire." 20

Ernest Klein, A Comprehensive Etymological Dictionary of the English Language (Amsterdam: Elsevier
Publishing, 1967), 1403, cited in Butera, “The Folding Screen as Sexual Metaphors in Twentieth Century
Art,“ 2.
17

Butera, “The Folding Screen as Sexual Metaphors in Twentieth Century Art,” viiin3. See also Adams,
Decorative Folding Screens, 8.
18
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Butera, “The Folding Screen as Sexual Metaphors in Twentieth Century Art,” 13.
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Butera, “The Folding Screen as Sexual Metaphors in Twentieth Century Art,” 16.
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With such a loaded history, to what extent do the distant cousins of these privacy
screens, Mies and Reich’s fabric curtain partitions, still carry gendered connotations? Can they
be interpreted as abstract stand-ins for the feminine in the domestic interior? Do they pay
symbolic lip-service to the domestic feminine decorative though their visually and haptically
tempting, sumptuous fabric (particularly in conjunction with the display of the figurative sculpture
of the female nude, an element of Mies and Reich’s Tugendhat interior, which was repeated in
the Barcelona Pavilion), while at the same time conjuring up an architectural “striptease,” as
Paulette Singley described it, as the bare bones of the reductive building (and the domestic
bodies of the inhabitants) are alternatively concealed and revealed, cloaked and exposed? 21 To
what extent does this provocative play between wall and curtain, abstract and referential, hard
and soft, cerebral and sensual, static and mobile, permanent and in flux, function to destabilize
the timeless, spiritual, and universal effects of the modern interior for which Mies is canonically
known?

Part II: Modern Bodies, Velvet Curtains, and Space-Dividing Screens: Dressing and Undressing
Mies and Reich’s Domestic Interior in Relation to Semper’s Bekleidungstheorie
During the 1920s and early 1930s, as we have seen, the issue of decoration was a
dilemma troubling the collective psyche of architectural modernism. This anxious attitude is
illustrated by a remarkable painted screen created by an unlikely author: the noted Swiss
modernist Paul Klee, whose radical and visionary artistic ideas were central to his influential
teaching at the Bauhaus, both in Weimar and in its second home, Dessau, where Klee was on
the faculty during Mies’s tenure as the school’s last director. Klee’s unique form of modernism
was particularly compelling for his friend Mies, who amassed a personal collection of the artist’s

Paulette Singley, “Living in a Glass Prism: The Female Figure in Ludwig Mies van der Rohe’s Domestic
Speculum,” Critical Matrix: The Princeton Journal of Women, Gender and Culture 6, no. 2 (1992): 62.
21
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work, a collection that he proudly displayed in his adopted home of Chicago after he emigrated
to the United States in 1938. 22
Decades earlier, as a 17-year old art student, Klee created a decorative painted folding
screen in the summer of 1900, during his break from the Munich art academy where he studied
with Franz von Stuck [FIG. 4.13]. Relatively unknown in Klee’s oeuvre, the screen was originally
commissioned by a female friend of his mother, but once it was finished, Klee’s mother could
not part with it; she bought the screen for herself, and it was henceforth a part of the family living
room. Klee was highly ambivalent about the work: it took an entire summer to complete, and he
felt it was “keeping him from his real artistic work.” 23 He expressed scorn for having to follow the
by-then popular Art Nouveau/Jugendstil style (like that promoted by artists like von Stuck), and
described it in a letter to his later wife, Lilly von Stumpf, as “the indigestible Spanish screens.” 24
In addition, Klee did not sign the screen, nor did he register it later in his oeuvre catalogue, thus
communicating that he attributed no artistic value to the work (and was biased against the
decorative, and interior decoration, not to mention the foreign and “exotic”), although it is prized
today.
That the decorative was an underlying and disquieting issue in the international
discourse of architectural modernism is evident even before Johnson’s 1932 description of Mies
as a “decorator in the best sense.” In a provocative and highly gendered statement in 1929,
Hitchcock declared: “Architecture may shortly come to be pronounced dead. Yet even that is
perhaps preferable to having the corpse continue, like Jeremy Bentham among us, attired like a
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Schulze and Windhorst, Mies van der Rohe, 387–88.

23 Zentrum Paul Klee, “Paul Klee – Untitled (Aare Landscape), 1900,” video, 3:44, accessed August 13,
2019,
https://www.zpk.org/en/collection-research/collection-archives/highlights-from-the-collection/untitled(aare-landscape)-342.html.
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Zentrum Paul Klee, “Paul Klee – Untitled (Aare Landscape), 1900.”
232

superannuated prostitute in the finery of her various periods of youth and glory.” 25 In this case,
for Hitchcock, death is presumably preferably to the taint of historicism, wearing the seductive,
but at the same time grotesque, finery of the feminine decorative—old-fashioned buildings clad
as pathetic, aging whores. In MoMA’s promotion of European avant-garde architecture and
shaping of the “International Style,” Hitchcock and Johnson made the claim that modern
architecture had shed its decorative garment of historicist style, while at the same time Johnson
also felt the need to rather nervously present Mies as “a decorator in the best sense.”
Using the metaphor of clothing applied to the construction of architecture, and following
the previous discussion of modesty screens, an examination of Mies and Reich’s use of the
hanging drapery in their interior architecture and, in particular, in their domestic interiors is
especially enlightening. More than simply the idea of “wearing” fabric, the curtain partition
suggests the act of “putting on and off,” of “dressing and undressing,” and, especially, of
“cloaking” or “shutting out,” which, in terms of clothing, implies the desire for privacy and greater
visual protection and control against the actual or perceived voyeur, as well as the impact of
socially determined, gendered notions of modesty central to the concept of bourgeois identity.

Cladding, Clothing, Semper, and the Fabric of Modern Architecture
Just as the well-recognized role of Karl Friedrich Schinkel as model for Mies van der
Rohe’s oeuvre deserves reconsideration in the context of the role of the textile space divider in
the modern domestic interior, so, too, does the legacy of Gottfried Semper, another giant in

Henry-Russell Hitchcock, Modern Architecture: Romanticism and Reintegration (New York: Payson and
Clarke, 1972), 31, quoted in Riley, The International Style: Exhibition 15 and The Museum of Modern Art,
ed. Terence Riley (New York: Rizzoli, 1992), 17. Eighteenth-century British philosopher and social
reformer Jeremy Bentham is best known for his revolutionary concept for a panopticon-style prison that
was a major influence on the subsequent design of institutional architecture. The scheme was roundly
criticized by twentieth-century French philosopher Michel Foucault for being a mechanism of power. See
Janet Semple, Bentham's Prison: A Study of the Panopticon Penitentiary (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1993). See also Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan
(New York: Pantheon, 1977).
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233

German nineteenth-century architecture and theory. A discussion of modern architecture,
curtains, curtain walls and cladding necessitates a discussion of Semper’s Bekleidungstheorie.
Semper’s contributions to the history of architecture included both a series of remarkable
buildings that attempted to define an appropriate style for a modern, middle-class German
society, but also (and even more significant in terms of his enduring influence) a series of highly
influential theoretical writings that attempted to chart the development of forms in architecture
and to identify their Urformen (original, primordial forms) as well as their evolution into
architectural styles. Concerned with the ways in which architectural forms function to
communicate symbolic meaning and the ways in which they orginated in human social
practices, he argued that these forms evolve and mutate with the development of new materials
and technologies of building (his so-called Stoffwechseltheorie), but still retain visual similarity
and vestiges of their original meaning. “Although architecture produces original formations and
is not an imitative art like painting and sculpture, it has over the centuries created its own store
of forms from which it borrows the types for new creations; by using these types, architecture
remains legible and comprehensible for everyone.” 26
Pursuing this line of reasoning, it follows that we once again interrogate the form of the
fabric curtain partition and where it stands in the evolutionary trajectory from its primeval origins
in the form of tent enclosures to its use in the modern domestic interior. While Semper’s impact
on modern architecture has been widely studied, particularly in light of his influential theory of
cladding, 27 Semper’s role as freelance interior decorator has been less examined. A look back
26

Barry Bergdoll, European Architecture 1750–1890 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 236.
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Vienna 1900,” Textile 4, no. 3 (2006): 292–311, https://doi.org/10.2752/147597506778691486; Mary
27

234

at the historical model of Semper, both in theory and in practice, reveals an important historical
precursor to Mies and Reich’s modern use of the fabric curtain-wall.
Semper, the Decorator
Although Semper had enjoyed considerable success as royal architect in the court of
Saxony in the 1830s and 1840s, his revolutionary political activities during the uprisings of 1848
forced him into exile in London, where he was able to apply his considerable design expertise in
the services of Henry Cole, a British designer reformer and the manager of the 1851 Great
Exhibition in London, held in Joseph Paxton’s celebrated ferrovitreous Crystal Palace building.
Semper was hired as a freelance interior decorator at the exposition, designing several of the
Crystal Palace’s exhibits, including the Danish, Swedish, Egyptian, and Canadian sections. 28
Indeed, after the immensely popular fair building was moved to a new site outside of London, in
McLeod, “Undressing Architecture: Fashion, Gender, and Modernity,” in Architecture: In Fashion, ed.
Deborah Fausch, Paulette Singley, Rodolphe El-Khoury. and Zvi Efrat (New York: Princeton Architectural
Press, 1994), 38–123; Hans-Georg von Arburg, Alles Fassade: “Oberfläche” in der deutschsprachigen
Architektur- und Literaturästhetik, 1770–1870 (Munich: Wilhelm Fink, 2008), 264–344,
https://doi.org/10.30965/9783846745793_009; Heinz Quitzsch, Gottfried Semper - Praktische Ästhetik
und politischer Kampf (Berlin: Birkhäuser, 2000), 86–105; Mark Wigley, “Untitled: The Housing of
Gender,” in Sexuality and Space, ed. Beatriz Colomina (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1992),
327–89; and Mark Wigley, White Walls, Designer Dresses: The Fashioning of Modern Architecture
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1995).
Also pertinent is Adolf Loos’s application of Semper’s theory of cladding. Loos, “Principle of Cladding”
(1898), in Spoken Into the Void: Collected Essays, 1897–1900, trans. Jane O. Newman and John H.
Smith (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1982), 66–69. See also Joseph Imorde, “Adolf Loos: Der Raumplan
und das Private,” Kritische Berichte 2 (2006): 33–48, https://journals.ub.uniheidelberg.de/index.php/kb/article/view/11854/5711; and Tonkao Panin, Architectural Spatiality: The
Dialectic Between The Concepts of Raum and Bekleidung (Saarbrücken: VDM Verlag Dr. Müller, 2009).
28 See Gottfried Semper, “The Four Elements of Architecture: A Contribution to the Comparative Study of
Architecture” (1851), in Gottfried Semper: The Four Elements of Architecture and other Writings, ed. and
trans. Harry Francis Mallgrave and Wolfgang Herrmann (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989),
74–129. See also Mallgrave, Gottfried Semper: Architect of the Nineteenth Century (New Haven, CT:
Yale University Press, 1996), 180–81, 197–99. On the Great Exhibition of 1851, see Semper, “Science,
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Industrial Exhibition” (1852), in Gottfried Semper: The Four Elements of Architecture and Other Writings,
130–67. See also Winslow Ames, Prince Albert and Victorian Taste (New York: Viking Press, 1968);
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1999); John R. Davis, The Great Exhibition (Stroud: Sutton, 1999); and Louise Purbrick, ed., The Great
Exhibition of 1851: Interdisciplinary Essays (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2001).
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February 1854, Paxton hired Semper to design another interior for the new Crystal Palace at
Sydenham. 29
The textile was central to Semper’s innovatory theory of the origins of architecture.
Semper’s notion of Bekleidung was inspired in part by his study of ancient Assyrian carved wall
reliefs displayed in the British Museum, which, he argued, communicated, through the “woven,”
textile-like character of their sculpted ornament, the vestigial remnants of earlier architectural
traditions which used woven, polychrome textiles as the material of the building’s walls. This
prehistoric method, Semper believed, was still evident in “primitive” building forms like those he
saw in the Caribbean and Pacific Islands displays at the Great Exhibition. Using these nonWestern dwellings as models, Semper theorized that four essential elements: hearth,
earthwork/platform, roof (including the structural framework), and textile-based enclosure
(cladding), constituted the very origins of architecture from which the monumental classical
tradition would emerge. Semper’s essay Die Vier Elemente der Baukunst, published in 1851,
was extraordinarily influential on the architects and theorists of the modern movement.
Semper’s theory of Bekleidung, and his related notion that applied arts should be
considered an important sphere of significance in the artistic hierarchy, can be seen as
important theoretical forerunner to Mies and Reich’s privileging of textiles. Just as Semper
positioned the textile as one of architecture’s four original and essential elements,
complementing the other three, so, too, the interior designs of Mies and Reich completed the
classical tectonic building frame with non-loadbearing outer curtain-walls and an interior system
of fabric partitions. His role designing exhibition displays in the Crystal Palace building positions
him within the tradition that Mies and Reich would also follow: the partitioning of a metal and
glass curtain-wall structure with soft fabric curtain-wall partitions within.
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Clothing the Interior and Organizing the Inhabitants: Curtains, Partitions, and Screens
This connection between Semper, Mies, interior decorating, fabric partitions, and privacy leads
to a consideration of the fabric wall as an element of control. Interior partitions, acting as spatial
organizers, reflect discussions by Foucault that critique architecture’s ability to discipline and
control. Foucault’s influential theories, previously mentioned, have been widely appropriated by
theorists of architecture, including Stuart Ewen, who points out the ability of the Crystal Palace’s
interior design to regulate the movements and behavior of visitors. Ewen quotes one of the
more renowned visitors to Paxton’s building, British novelist Charlotte Bronte, who commented
that the crowds milling through the exhibits “seems ruled and subdued by some invisible
influence.” 30 It is important to note that much of the space’s flexibility was realized through
hanging fabric partitions within the high-tech, proto-modern architecture of the Crystal Palace,
making it a precursor for Mies and Reich’s use of flexible fabric partitions just as much as it was
a forerunner of modern glass-and-steel architecture in general.
Joel Sanders, too, locates the interior at the theoretical intersection of decoration,
clothing, and the feminine. In “Curtain Wars,” mentioned earlier, Sanders cites psychoanalyst
and former dressmaker Joan Riviere’s 1929 essay, “Womanliness as a Masquerade,” in relation
to his discussion of the role of architecture and design in constructing gender, and his essay is
worth quoting at length in this regard:
The modernist argument against exterior ornament, based on its metaphorical
resemblance to fashion, becomes even more extreme when brought to bear on
the interior, where decoration becomes conflated with clothing. Another term for
curtains, “window dressing,” with its allusion to apparel, underscores the intimate
association of interior decoration with fashion and femininity. Like drapery on
mannequins, drapes on windows “outfit” the domestic interior.
While ornament, designed by architects, is at least materially and
conceptually consistent with a building’s skin, the fabrics and curtains selected by
decorators are independent elements detachable from architectural surfaces.
30Stuart Ewen, All Consuming Images: The Politics of Style in Contemporary Culture (New York: Basic
Books, 1988), 164, cited on http://www.uky.edu/Classes/PS/776/Projects/Lecorbusier/lecorbusier.html,
8/8/07. Accessed 8-13-19.
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Draped with fabrics and finery, the decorated room calls to mind the decorated
woman whose allure derives from superficial adornment—“womanliness as
masquerade.” 31
The question of whether Mies’s buildings truly embrace a Semperesque conception of
the tectonic building frame with a system of fabric curtain-walls is debated. 32 My comparison,
however, focuses on other points. While Mies and Reich, like Semper, elevated the
textile―defined as a form of the applied arts―as an integral component of an architectural
system, they also conceptualized its function as operating on an inherently social level. Just as
Semper’s conception of the four elements was grounded in materials and their use, and the
notion of the hearth as human gathering point, 33 Mies and Reich’s fabric walls functioned as
mechanisms to organize inhabitants in the social space of the domestic interior. The handling of
fabric in the interior on the part of both Semper and Mies and Reich was a significant aspect of
interior decorating, for just as Mies’s superior decorating talents were highlighted by Philip
Johnson, Semper’s were also in demand.
Such interpretations of the modern interior that recognize the gendered nature of
constructions of architectural spaces have by now become an important and accepted part of
the ongoing critique of the modernist project. However, scholars have by and large neglected to
include Mies and Reich’s partitions in any significant way in their interdisciplinary, gendertheoretical discussions. Paradoxically, despite Mies’s quest for a timeless, universal

Joan Riviere, “Womanliness as a Masquerade” (1929), quoted in Joel Sanders, “Curtain Wars:
Architects, Decorators, and the 20th-Century Domestic Interior,” Harvard Design Magazine 16, no. 16
(2002): 4, 10n12, http://www.harvarddesignmagazine.org/issues/16/curtain-wars.
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architecture, Mies and Reich’s interiors have come to represent the epitome of fashionable
style. This equation of Mies’s designs with high fashion in design is not simply the result of the
works’ own aesthetic qualities and stylishness (although the “timeless” fashion of such
consistently popular designs as the Barcelona chair, still a symbol of good taste nearly a century
after its introduction on the international design stage, cannot be denied). Rather, it is in great
part due to the central quality of cladding in Mies and Reich’s interiors―that is, to the
importance of the curtain in the design schemes.
Semper’s writings encourage our current reading, which analyzes modern architecture
through the lens of fabric and of clothing; in his book Style in the Technical and Tectonic Arts or
Practical Aesthetics: A Handbook for Technicians, Artists, and Patrons of Art of 1860, for
example, Semper argues that architectural motifs are borrowed directly from costume and its
trimming, with its symbolic as well as practical and decorative functions. 34 Mary McLeod, Mark
Wigley and others have analyzed the relationship of architecture to fashion, inevitably bringing
Semper’s Bekleidungstheorie into the discussion. Of the wealth of scholarly analysis regarding
Semper’s significance, Mary McLeod’s pioneering 1994 essay was an important milestone,
pointing out that modernism, too, wears an ideological garment on its exterior. 35 This theme is
closely related to Sanders’s analysis in “Curtain Wars,” already discussed, of the relationship
between curtain and curtain-wall and between architects and interior decorators, in that
decoration and clothing design are partners that are applied art forms at the low end of the
hierarchy of cultural production. Sanders’ analysis of the fabric curtain as a key locus of
modernist anxiety related to gender, sexuality and the body in the domestic interior is worth
quoting at length:
Gottfried Semper, “On the Manner in Which Style Becomes Specialized and Developed in the Dressing
(Bekleidung) in Different Nations Throughout the Course of Culture History,” in Mallgrave and Hermann,
Gottfried Semper, 240–46.
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Curtains, that element of the domestic interior on which the hands of the
decorator and of the architect come directly into contact, embody many of the
tensions and prejudices that have divided interior designers and architects since
the emergence of the professional decorator in the late 19th century…Here the
hard walls designed by the architect meet the soft fabric that is the decorator’s
trademark, in a juxtaposition that confirms the common perception that architects
work conceptually, using durable materials to shape space, while decorators
work intuitively, adorning rooms with ephemeral materials and movable objects.
Window treatments underscore the divergent design approaches of architects
and decorators. Architects typically repudiate curtains, believing that this element
that modulates vision compromises the architect’s conception, obscuring and
softening the precise geometry of architectural forms…Decorators, for their part,
consider curtains essential; veiling sunlight and views, curtains make domestic
privacy possible and offer relief from the austere spaces created by architects
often obsessed with form at the expense of comfort. Ironically, the “curtain wall,”
the iconic modernist glass facade that has come to embody so many key values
of modern architecture—logic, structural integrity, and stripped-down form—takes
its name from the curtain, the signature element of the interior decorator. But are
architecture and interior decoration really oppositional practices, or are they, as
the term “curtain wall” suggests, more interdependent than we think?...the
supposed incompatibility between these two rival but nevertheless overlapping
design practices evokes deeper cultural conflicts that are themselves bolstered
and sustained by profound social anxieties about gender and sexuality. 36
Sanders follows with a useful overview of the development of the interior decorating profession,
and most significantly for my purposes, questions the notion of a set hierarchical boundary
between “architect” and “decorator” within the development of the modern movement:
Nevertheless, to recognize such masters of modern architecture as Frank Lloyd
Wright and Le Corbusier as important “interior decorators” who contributed
significantly to the history of interior design would, in some circles, be tantamount
to denigrating their legacy. How can we account for this contradiction at the heart
of modern architecture, a practice that regards interior design either as entirely
external or entirely internal to itself? Should the boundaries codified by
practitioners and scholars be understood as the architecture profession’s
defensive response to the rise of the decorating profession? 37
While Sanders makes mention of Mies, as part of a group of modernists who integrated
architecture and interior design and custom-designed interior furnishings, he does not elaborate

36 Sanders, “Curtain Wars,” Harvard Design Magazine, no. 16 (Spring/Summer
2002), http://www.harvarddesignmagazine.org/issues/16/curtain-wars, n.p.
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further on Mies as an example. His analysis does, however, offer a useful model for examining
the relationship of architecture to interior decoration and to constructions of gender.
My discussion is also indebted to George Wagner’s essay “Ultrasuede,” already
mentioned, with its focus on the materials of modern architecture, in particular, textiles, and their
relationship to the gendered body in space. Wagner discusses Schinkel’s scenographic skills
and ability to created effects, which he calls his “other avocations,” thus positing the canonical
architect Schinkel within the field of interior decoration. Wagner describes Schinkel’s famous
Tent Room at Charlottenhof, inspired by the form of the ancient Roman campaign tent, as “the
isolated world of monolithic and indulgent decoration.“ 38 Wagner does not, however, bring Mies
and Reich into his discussion; he also distances Schinkel’s use of interior textiles from what he
terms “the analytic and historicizing theory of Semper.” 39
Also pertinent for this discussion are Mark Wigley’s writings on the relationship between
modern architecture and clothing, and the modernist bias against decoration and fashion. In his
essay “Untitled: The Housing of Gender,” Wigley writes, evoking Semper: “The textiles are not
simply placed within space to define certain interiority. Rather, they are the production of space
itself.” 40 Wigley connects the textile to the dwelling and to decoration, declaring: “Housing is an
effect of decoration.” 41 Taking Leon Battista Alberti’s fifteenth-century treatise De Re
Aedificatoria (On the Art of Building in Ten Books) as the starting point for the canonical
construction of gendered space in the domestic sphere, Wigley theorizes the role of architecture
in the ordering and disciplining the body, as the notions of personal privacy and the concept of
the nuclear family unit evolved in concert with the development of the ideology of the individual
subject. “The invention of personal privacy is marked by a new attitude to the body. . . . The
38
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body now needs to be cleansed. Or, rather, social order has to be cleansed of the body.” 42 He
writes that the development of privacy in the home, following Alberti, “was gradually produced
throughout the next centuries by redefining the spaces of the house into a complex order of
layered spaces and subdivisions of spaces that map a social order by literally drawing the lines
between hierarchies of propriety.” 43
Wigley sees the house as veiling sexuality. As he puts it, architecture represents the
social order that must cleanse and control the abject products of the body in order to maintain
that order. 44 This point, which again harkens back to Alberti’s treatise, is also important for my
discussion of Mies and Reich’s interiors, for the ways in which the fabric curtain partition
participates in this ordering of the body and its productions. For example, as discussed in
Chapter Two, an important subject of discussion between the architect and his clients
concerned the absence of walls in the main, garden level of the Tugendhat House and the
anxiety over unwanted smells emanating from the open dining room.
Applicable here as well is Wigley’s discussion of privacy and the role of the wall in
defining privacy. Wigley charts the historical development of the form of the man’s study, the
“first truly private space . . . a small locked room off his bedroom which no one else ever enters,
an intellectual space beyond that of sexuality.” 45 Mies recalled that Fritz Tugendhat had been
nervous about the large open space on his house’s lower level, fearing that he would be
disturbed by others while working in his study. With no traditional door, the space can be
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enclosed with a fabric partition [FIG. 2.7]. Mies asked him to try out the space, offering, if it
proved untenable, to enclose the rooms and put “wooden scaffold pieces up.” 46
Bergdoll, too, situates his analysis of the Tugendhat House in relation to fabric, to the
body, and to spatial boundaries; in “The Nature of Mies’s Space,” he describes the conception
of the Tugendhat House’s interior as an organic whole inspired in part by German architect,
theorist and Bauhaus student Siegfried Ebeling’s 1926 book Der Raum als Membran (Space as
membrane), in which “fabric, nature, and reflections . . . provide changing boundaries in a space
that is alive to the rhythms of the body and of nature.” 47 Importantly for this discussion, these
boundaries are activated through the means of the textile curtains in conjunction with their glass
counterparts, the retractable wall panes facing the garden.
Finally, drapery’s unique qualities have been eloquently described by design historian
Anne Hollander:
Curtains are practical arrangements for achieving a number of purposes. They
may divide large spaces into small sections, shut out drafts and light, and
conceal the presence of anything that does not smell or make a noise. They can
do all this in a conveniently temporary way, and then be folded back and made to
reverse the same functions by permitting the passage of light and air, opening up
large spaces, and revealing what has been hidden. All this may be accomplished
without the trouble and expense of solid construction or elaborate technical
devices other than rods for support. 48
In addition, Hollander’s discussion of the symbolic implications of fabric drapery in art-historical
depictions is also useful for this study. Hollander presents a critical, feminist interpretation of the
creative and symbolic possibilities of drapery. She notes the point at which, around 1630,
depicted drapery in painting of the later baroque period ceased to simply underscore the
46 Mies van der Rohe, Architectural Association Journal 75 (July 1959): 26–46; quoted in Fritz Neumeyer,
The Artless Word: Mies van der Rohe on the Building Art, trans. Mark Jarzombek (Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press, 1991), 337n37.
47

Bergdoll, “The Nature of Mies’s Space,” 93. Siegfried Ebeling, Space as Membrane, ed. Spyros

Papapetros, trans. Pamela Johnston (London: Architectural Association, 2010).
48

Anne Hollander, Seeing Through Clothes, 26.

243

narrative drama and takes on a starring role of its own, signaling, as Hollander puts it, the
“artifice of art” and embodying a “sea of shameless display” 49 which serves, like the curtains
around a stage, to bracket the theatrical nature of the artistic enterprise.
Hollander’s analysis of fabric drapery as existing for its own sake, beyond the question
of utilitarian function, and her examination of the highly-gendered ways in which draperies have
been used to cloth and expose the body in the domestic interior is of particular interest to my
own investigations. Just as painted draperies, like those theatrical versions rendered by Italian
Baroque painter Caravaggio could, according to Hollander, “have their own power to infuse an
image with holiness, or any other spiritual or emotional suggestion”, 50 so too, Mies and Reich’s
hanging draperies contain the potential for a wide and rich range of associations.
Mies’s and Reich’s 1927 Café Samt und Seide, mentioned earlier, is a useful case in
point. The café design is considered a testing ground for Mies and Reich’s development of the
fabric curtain/wall in their later Weimar masterworks, the Barcelona Pavilion and the Tugendhat
House. In this case, the staged interior, characterized by mechanisms of framing and control, in
which “the split between sight and touch” creates a sense of dynamic tension, to apply Beatriz
Colomina’s analysis of an Adolf Loos interior to one by Mies and Reich. 51
Describing the design of the Café Samt & Seide, Wallis Miller emphasizes the
importance of the color, texture, and flexibility of the fabric partitions that effectively shaped the
spatial parameters of the café while also manipulating the visitor’s perceptions of it. 52 Again, the
overlying theme is of opulent textiles teamed with a sense of dynamic movement; as Miller puts
Anne Hollander, Fabric of Vision: Dress and Drapery in Painting (London: National Gallery/New Haven:
Yale Univ., 2002), 80, 84.
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it, “the materials and malleability suggested that the walls could easily be displaced. As in
Mies’s Weissenhof Apartment House, the shifting boundaries and flowing space could at least
theoretically be created by anyone.” 53 To what extent visitors were able to adjust the fabric
partitions is not known, but the effect of being in a dressing room or behind a theatrical curtain
must have been particularly acute. This exciting sense of hide and seek must have added an
amusing element of enjoyment to the usual social pastime of “seeing and being seen.”

Hide and Seek: Spatial Partitions, Modesty Screens, and the “Primitive” Body in the Neues
Bauen
Mies’s and Reich’s fabric space-dividing curtain partitions are particularly rich with
associations and operate, both physically and symbolically, on a number of levels. Lurking
behind the partition is its engagement in a kind of “peek-a-boo”, in which the partition is akin to a
dressing- or privacy-screen, an object traditionally used in the domestic interior as a room
divider when privacy was desired and space was at a premium and was therefore a symbol of
bodily decorum. As we have seen, the notion of the fabric curtain as privacy screen suggests
broader contemporary issues concerning health and fitness, nudity, and bodily shame, and is
implicated the discussions of dynamic movement and the issue of the decorative.
However, the dressing screen has also been engaged as a prop for erotic play, with the
performance of “modesty” turned into a ritual striptease, an activity that, conceptually, may
suggest a shifting of function from a fashionable domestic furnishing (dressing screen) into the
commercial space of the bordello or pornographic realm. Integral to the image of the dressing
screen in western culture is the assumption that the body hiding behind it (whether for fun or by

Wallis Miller, “Mies and Exhibitions,” in Riley and Bergdoll, Mies in Berlin, 340–41. The colors used in
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representation of the German flag, but it is also worth noting that yellow was one of Bruno Paul’s
signature colors.
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necessity) is European, white, and female. 54 When viewed through the lens of the primitive, the
ramifications of the fabric partition are particularly fraught. The fabric curtain also operates like a
kind of architectural striptease, 55―a guilty pleasure but with more serious overtones―in the
event that the interiors become too “decorative” or “primitive;” they can be pulled back or
stripped off the “body” and “bare bones” of the architecture to reveal the “pure” white walls and
structural forms like columns. The soft partitions engage, like screens, in a coy “now you see it,
now you don’t.”
This sense of hide and seek is illustrated in a space-dividing screen created by a
contemporary of Mies and Reich, Jean Dunand, a French designer associated with the Art Deco
movement [FIG. 4.14]. Perhaps the ultimate conflation of a decorative modesty screen with the
stereotype of the taboo, feminine primitive, Dunand’s spectacular lacquered folding screen,
circa 1929, depicts a representation of Josephine Baker, 56 whose popularity went hand-in-hand
with the extraordinarily liberal artistic and sexual environment of Weimar Berlin. Cornelius
Partsch grounds his discussion of Baker and the fascination with the “primitive” in the popular
performing arts (in particular, jazz) with an overview of its various forms in the visual arts,
particularly in German Expressionism, a movement which had at its center the desire for a
54
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return to man’s mythical “roots” in indigenous cultures and in nature. Partsch describes jazz’s
“dialectic of modernity and ‘primitivism’” and explains: “In the public perception of the late 1920s,
jazz and expressionism appeared similar in their disdain for bourgeois normalcy.” 57
Baker, whose Berlin debut was on New Year’s Eve 1925, was the superstar of the
popular entertainment venues like dance halls and jazz clubs. 58 These venues were, according
to Partsch, new forms of architectural space in Weimar Germany. Partsch identifies a sense of a
“loss of self-control and individual will power” as a central aspect of such nightclubs, a loss of
agency brought about, he explains, “by weak lighting, alcohol, smoke, and the piercing
rhythms.” 59 The ultimate anti-bourgeois interior, these entertainment spaces utilized theatrical
devices including curtains to create a space of drama, excitement, and mystery – to conceal
and reveal – in a titillating atmosphere of all-consuming dynamism. Such interiors are
implicated in the loosening of sexual taboos during this period, and Baker would seem to be the
ultimate symbol of this revolution.
Dunand’s screen presents a fascinating conflating of the image of Baker’s partially nude
body as erotic object presented for visual consumption with a series of related themes: the
creation of the screen as an “artwork”―an object of aesthetic delectation in the form of a
“portrait, while at the same time, being a “decorative arts” object, part of the décor; the
decorative, “primitive” tattoo patterns on her body; and the (ostensibly) utilitarian function of
such a screen―to provide privacy while creating a place to dress. The act of disappearing
57 Cornelius Partsch, “Hannibal ante Portas: Jazz in Weimar,” in Dancing on the Volcano: Essays on the
Culture of the Weimar Republic, ed. Thomas W. Kniesche and Stephen Brockmann (Columbia, SC:
Camden House, 1994), 109–10. See also Jonathan O. Wipplinger, The Jazz Republic: Music, Race, and
American Culture in Weimar Germany (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2017). On Baker, see
Nancy Nenno, “Femininity, the Primitive, and Modern Urban Space: Josephine Baker in Berlin,” in
Women in the Metropolis: Gender and Modernity in Weimar Culture, ed. Katharina von Ankum (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1997), 145-161; and Cornelius Partsch, Schräge Töne: Jazz und
Unterhaltungsmusik in der Kultur der Weimarer Republik (Stuttgart: J. B. Metzler, 2000).
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behind the screen allows the (presumably female) user to metamorphose into the figure of
Baker―as a more exotic, sexy, fashionable, talented, athletic, fun, but also just a little bit
“dangerous” (indeed, scandalous) modern woman. Further, the act of moving behind the screen
as a coy erotic gesture reflects the tremendously seductive performances of Baker herself. Not
by accident does Duncan juxtapose in his book an illustration of the Josephine Baker screen
next to another Jean Dunand screen, this one a two-panel version in lacquer and ivory, from
around 1925, with equally exotic, primitive, and savage animalistic subject matter: a black
panther and a snake engaged in battle. In all fairness, it must be said that Duncan is simply
cataloguing works by a single designer together; however, the pairing is provocative. The theme
of the primitive (as well as the “exotic” and the “oriental”) in relation to the interiors of Mies and
Reich will be further analyzed in Chapter five.
The ubiquity of space-dividing screens in European interiors of the 1920s and 1930s is
visible in a rendering of an interior ensemble by French designer Michel Dufet [FIG. 4.15]
designed in collaboration with Louis Bureau, c. 1922. Here the ubiquitous Art Deco folding
screen abuts a curtain hanging from a rod; the drawing plays with spatial perspective and
renders both the hard, three-dimensional screen and the softly-hanging fabric folds as flat,
decorative patterns in a way reminiscent of the spatial play between “hard” and “soft” space
dividers in Mies’s and Reich’s interiors.
Indeed, Lilly Reich’s design for a dressing room in one of the flats in Mies’s model
apartment block at the 1927 Weissenhofsiedlung translates the traditional privacy screen into a
modern idiom [FIG. 4.16]. Reich incorporated both the fabric curtain partition and the
freestanding tubular steel standing mirror that mimics the form of a dressing screen. Even here
in Reich’s progressive interior, the sense of a need to maintain at least an appearance of
modesty while robing and disrobing is evident, and begs an interpretation which locates the
relationships of modern architecture, clothing, and the body within a larger discourse, one still
not free of attendant anxieties. In Reich’s interior, the sense of mobility and attention to hygiene
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is evident in the tubular-steel furnishings, and a sense of dynamism and even anthropomorphic
“movement” is suggested in the “crouching” legs of the standing mirror as well as in the
functional curtain/wall. Further, although the installation was not so designated (and despite
considerable progress in terms of gender equality during the Weimar era), the inference that
Reich’s dressing room was intended for the female consumer is embedded in the fabric of the
curtain/wall.

Part III: The Curtain Partition: Modernism’s (Anxious) Mechanism for the Architecture and
Interiors of the Neues Bauen
Modern architecture and, specifically, the modern domestic interior in Weimar Germany, reflects
the troubled relationship between, on the one hand, modern demands for an idealized, fit,
healthy, and “pure” physical body, and on the other, the ways in which those unrealistic
demands collided with traditional constructions of architecture, privacy, gender, domesticity, and
the decorative. Replete with these uneasy intersections, the modern interior was, as we have
seen, the locus of a confluence of related contemporary anxieties, including the effects of
rapidly changing social roles, the fluctuating status of the individual in society, and the
ascendance of the middle class; the burgeoning woman’s movement and radical developments
in women’s dress fashion; late-colonial-era nationalism; the rise of urbanism; and the exciting
possibilities and concomitant threats of a society fully enmeshed in the “machine-age,” to name
but a few. Mies and Reich’s fabric partitions can be situated within this complex nexus of
contemporary realities.

Curtains, for Modernism: Spatial Partitions in the Open Plan
While Mies and Reich’s fabric walls may, initially, seem to be as unique and rarified a
design element as the other singular furnishings in their domestic interiors, in fact, curtain/walls
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and other forms of spatial partitions were commonplace in interiors of the Neues Bauen.
Partition walls are even mentioned in MoMA’s International Style catalogue, which points out the
“spur wall typical of Mies” in his apartment building in Weissenhofsiedlung. 60
Although the “reformed” domestic interior had been purged of many of the elements of
traditional interior décor that were no longer considered modern, the curtain partition remained,
albeit considerably transformed from its traditional forebears. The model interiors at the
Weissenhofsiedlung were replete with them, as seen period photographs. Bruno Taut’s House
19 included a “concertina” partition (a bi-fold partition, named for the accordion-like musical
instrument) [FIG. 4.17] as well as one fabricated of glass. In the interior of Hans Scharoun’s
Weissenhof House, light-colored window draperies contrast with darker curtains that serve as
space dividing partitions [FIG. 4.18; FIG. 4.19], an aesthetic approach Mies and Reich also used
to considerable effect in their interiors including the Tugendhat House [FIG. 2.5; FIG. 2.32].
Space-dividing partitions, fabric and otherwise, were widely promoted in design
publications in Germany and abroad. The December 1929 issue of Das Schöne Heim, for
example, waxes poetic over the aesthetic possibilities of fabric curtains in the interior. While this
particular article focuses primarily on the use of draperies for window and door treatments, and
the illustrations in the form of photographs and drawings are conservative in their style, the
following quote suggests that the curtain’s “aura” was more than strictly utilitarian or artistic, but
rather that it represented an almost organic energy related vestigially to earlier notions of
Jugendstil vitalism and, ultimately, to Semper’s theories: “Falling fabric has for a long time been
one of the most beloved elements in the architectural harmony of a room. The flow of its folds is

Henry-Russell Hitchcock, Jr., Philip Johnson, and Lewis Mumford, Modern Architecture—International
Exhibition (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1932), 115.
60
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the power of its own movement, which forms from the dead material of the four walls a powerful
living whole.” 61
Appearing the following year, Gustav Platz’s Wohnräume der Gegenwart recognized the
centrality of moveable walls to the overall spatial concept of the contemporary interior. Indeed,
the book’s dust cover presents its overall theme with an eye-catching color illustration of an
unbuilt interior for a house in Paris-Auteuil (1930) by Armenian architect Gabriel Guevrekian
(1892-1970) including a fabric curtain-wall [FIG. 4.20]. Guevrekian’s design features an
emerald-green room-dividing curtain as central focal point, which serves as a line of
demarcation between the main space and the storage area and hall at the rear while being
offset by a double-story glass curtain wall with sliding doors at left. 62 This choice of cover
illustration underscored the central role that the space-dividing curtain played in the modern
interior.
Platz’s text includes both built and unbuilt design schemes featuring a range of spacedividing curtain treatments, from more traditional door-sized portières, like one designed in 1914
by Bruno Paul for the Kuhn House in Leipzig [FIG. 4.21], to floor-to-ceiling size moveable fabric
walls by the leading architects of the day. Examples of the latter included Marcel Breuer’s
Boroschek Apartment in Berlin, from 1929 [FIG. 4.22], Ernst Lichtblau’s model interior for a
bedroom and dressing room, exhibited at the Internationalen Raumausstellung in Cologne in
1931 [FIG. 4.23], Adolf Loos’s Eisner Residence in Pilsen, from 1929 [FIG. 4.24], the lady’s
room in Erich Mendelsohn’s own house near Berlin, from 1930 [FIG. 4.25], Hans and Wassilij
Luckhardt’s living room, Berlin-Dahlem (which featured chairs by Mies, manufactured by
“Fallende Stoffe waren von jeher mit das belebendste Element in dem architektonischen Gleichklang
eines Raumes. Der Fluß ihrer Falten ist die Kraft eigenwilliger Bewegung, die die tote Materie vierer
Wände zu dem lebenskräftigen Ganzen einer bewohnten Stätte formt.” Author’s translation. N. N.,
“Fensterschmuck im Raum,” Das Schöne Heim 33, no. 3 (December 1929): 113.
61

62 Gustav Adolf Platz, Wohnräume der Gegenwart (Berlin: Propyläen-Verlag, 1933), dust cover, pl. 13.
Although relatively unknown today, Gabriel Guevrekian’s work was exhibited in MoMA’s International
Style show, specifically his Villa Heim, Neuilly-sur-Seine, France, of 1928. See Hitchcock, Johnson, and
Mumford, Modern Architecture--International Exhibition, 25.
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Thonet) [FIG. 4.26], Hans Scharoun’s single-family house displayed at the 1927
Weissenhofsiedlung exhibition, already mentioned [FIG. 4.18; FIG. 4.19], and half-length fabric
versions like Jacques Groag’s living room scheme for the 1932 Werkbundsiedlung in Vienna
[FIG. 4.27]. Accordion walls are also represented, as used, for example, in interiors in model
houses at the Weissenhofsiedlung by Adolf Rading [FIG. 4.28] and 1932 exhibition “Luft und
Haus für Alle” (Fresh Air and [a] House for All), in the section “Das Anbauhaus,” by Scharoun
[FIG. 4.29].
All of the works by Mies and Reich’s included in Platz’s book feature curtain partitions,
either open or closed: the Tugendhat House ground floor [FIG. 2.11; FIG. 4.30], Mies’s model
Erdgeschosswohnhaus (ground-floor house) exhibited at the 1931 Deutschen Bauausstellung
(German Building Exposition) [FIG. 1.2], and Reich’s design for a studio apartment in a
boardinghouse, also shown at the 1931 Berlin fair. In Reich’s model interior, for example, her
celebrated Küchenschrank (a single-unit kitchen in a cupboard, intended to be mass-produced)
with its ingenious “roll-top” closing device, had as its soft counterpart a dark-colored curtain
partition, seen at right; both comprised modern mechanisms with space dividing components
[FIG. 4.31].
Betraying a rather conservative bent in his critique of domestic interiors, Platz decries
the fact that, while in the past, specific rooms could be closed off by the user, in the current era,
walls are radically punctured or left out altogether, replaced by glass doors, sliding doors,
folding and harmonica doors, or curtains. He argues that the function of the living space is not
clearly differentiated and laments what he feels has been lost with this innovation, citing as
offending examples--“the most modern, but not the best”—Mies and Reich’s Tugendhat House
interiors and 1929 model interiors co-designed by Le Corbusier, Pierre Jeanneret, and Charlotte

252

Perriand). 63 He particularly singles out for rebuke the latter firm’s design strategies, in a
statement whose provocative evocation of the foreign, barbaric and primitive begs further
analysis: “The realization of such ideas, like those propagated by the firm of Le CorbusierJeanneret-Charlotte Perriand in their combination-room in the 1929 Herbstsalon exhibition
(without the correction of an intervention in the form of dividing walls or wall units) would mean a
relapse into barbaric states. We are not yet so far along in our urge toward Primitivism and to
Collectivism, that we would be ready to enjoy all the negative aspects of our neighbors.”
[author’s translation]. 64 This conflation of modern architecture with the foreign, the exotic, and
the primitive, reflects broader contemporary concerns about national identity, race, gender, the
body, and identity, and is the subject of the following chapter. Despite this ambivalence, the
space-partitioning textile wall in various design schemes is illustrated over twenty times
throughout Platz’s text, and enjoys pride of place on the book’s cover, as already mentioned.
Fabric with an expressive life of its own thus served as fluid counterpoint to the glass and steel
structures of modern architecture.
Along with fabric curtain-as-wall solutions, Platz illustrates several other types of partition
walls constructed in the form of sliding doors and “harmonica” walls, and advises the reader on
their ideal form and materials 65 (using the German word for materials, Stoffe, a word which can
also mean “fabric,” a point germane to this discussion). One of these interiors, Japanese-born
Kameki Tsuchiura’s Architect’s House in Tokyo, includes a fabric space divider hung on an
“Einraüme, in denen die Funktionen des Wohnens ohne Differenzierung vereinigt sind (Le Corbusier
und Mies van der Rohe, Abb. 304, 305, 313, 314), stellen das Modernste, aber nicht das Beste dar.” Platz
Wohnräume der Gegenwart, 106.
63

“Die Verwirklichung solcher Ideen, wie sie die Arbeitsgemeinschaft Le Corbusier-Jeanneret-Charlotte
Perriand durch ihren Kombinationsraum im Herbstsalon 1929 propagiert hat, würde (ohne Korrektur
durch Einschaltung von Zwischenwänden oder Schrankwänden) den Rückfall in barbarische Zustände
bedeuten. So weit sind wir in unserem Drange zum Primitiven und Kollektiven doch noch nicht gediehen,
daß wir an unserem Nächsten alle Schattenseiten mitzugenießen bereit wären.” Platz, Wohnräume der
Gegenwart, 106.
64

65

Platz, Wohnräume der Gegenwart, 160.
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armature of tubular steel [FIG. 4.32; FIG. 4.33]; this example illustrates the reciprocal nature of
artistic inspiration and internationalism of the contemporary design discourse, in particular, the
East-West dialogue that had been a strong theme in architecture and interior design (and art as
well) since the nineteenth century. 66
Another form of curtain as space divider in Wohnräume der Gegenwart is seen in
Heinrich Tessenow’s room for a gentleman [FIG. 1.19] and Erwin Gutkind’s 1929 Berlin
apartment interior [FIG. 1.20]. In these rooms, fabric is used as a “soft front” for a storage unit or
other interior furnishing, functioning to screen from view unsightly objects or messy views. This
is a design solution that may, to our contemporary sensibility, seems curiously contradictory to a
modernist, “less is more” sensibility, particularly since glass-fronted storage units were a
standard component in the interiors of the Neues Bauen (as seen in several examples
illustrated by Platz). While very likely determined by cost factors, the application of a fabric
“façade” to the front of “hard” furnishings was not uncommon in interiors of the Neues Bauen
and, in fact, has a history in German interior design, as discussed in the previous chapter. It is
an updated version of a form utilized in early twentieth-century neoclassical furnishings by
German designers like Bruno Paul, and a device that persisted in use and, transplanted to the
United States, appeared in one of the most canonical of modern architecture exhibitions,
MoMA’s 1932 Modern Architecture: International Exhibition, as already mentioned [FIG. 1.15;
FIG. 1.16; FIG. 1.17; FIG. 1.18].

Fortifications for the Self: Privacy and the Modern Body

66 Tsuchiura and his trailblazing architect wife, Nobuko Tsuchiura, had worked with Frank Lloyd Wright in
the 1920s, in both Tokyo and the United States. See, for example, “Apprentices,” Window on Wright’s
Legacy in Japan, 2008–14, http://wrightinjapan.org/eng_wij/e_appentices/tsuchiura_e.html, accessed
March 20, 2022. Mies’s well-recognized debt to Wright and to Japanese architecture has already been
mentioned.
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Rich in associative meaning, the space-dividing fabric partitions so evident in Weimar
interiors by Mies, Reich and their contemporaries manifest the residual body anxiety apparent in
the progressive social and artistic circles of Weimar Germany, despite positive developments in
the areas of health, hygiene, gender parity and social and political freedoms. The increased
level of social liberation in modern, urban society since the late nineteenth century and the role
that architecture played in reflecting and even furthering that new freedom, went hand in hand
with considerable anxiety over perceived threats to society, as we have seen. The gendered
nature of the anxiety over the state of the body and its relationship to modern architecture is
eminently clear in Hitchcock’s revealing comment in “The Decline of Architecture,” which
conflated historicist architecture with a pathetic prostitute too old for her clothing. 67
In his monumental study of bourgeois culture, Peter Gay has identified the presence of
such bodily unease as a defining characteristic of the late nineteenth-century milieu. According
to Gay:
The rejection of the direct expression and public gratification of bodily needs,
which had begun in the Renaissance . . . continued and intensified. The
thresholds for feelings of shame and disgust were steadily lowered. Respectable
nineteenth-century culture found the imagination a dangerous companion, and
instead celebrated delay, modulation, control. 68
Describing the nineteenth-century bourgeois domestic environment as a highly charged
space permeated by the collision of sensuality and eroticism on the one hand and anxiety and
repression on the other, Gay writes: “in general, domestic sensual education took place in an
atmosphere of uneasiness, of mingled apprehensiveness and exhilaration at the spectacle of
novelty unfolding.” 69 In such a fraught space, Gay argues, the opulence of domestic furnishings

Henry-Russel Hitchcock, “The Decline of Architecture,” The Hound and Horn 1, no. 1 (September
1931): 31; quoted in Riley, The International Style, 17.
67

68 Peter Gay, Education of the Senses, vol. 1 of The Bourgeois Experience: Victoria to Freud (New York:
W. W. Norton, 1984), 58.
69

Gay, Education of the Senses, 438.
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was intended to function to enable the inhabitant to get in touch with his or her repressed
sensual side:
Furniture and furnishings provided sensual cues and combined to cater for all the
sense at once. They caressed the eye with polished wood and the intricate
traceries of Turkish rugs; the ear with yeaning melodies sounded on the piano or
by companionable voices; the palate with melting candy or succulent grapes; the
sense of smell with flowers and sachets and the aroma of food; the
touch―always touch―with the surfaces of objects skillfully carved, woven,
knitted. To sink into the embrace of a well-upholstered chair was to pamper one’s
musculature, to regress in the service of the body. 70
For Gay, the bourgeoisie’s relentless obsession with propriety invaded the domestic interior: “No
other class at any other time was more strenuously, more anxiously devoted to the
appearances, to the family and to privacy, no other class has ever built fortifications for the self
quite so high.”71 This obsessive construction of “fortifications for the self” in bourgeois nineteenth
century domestic architecture, which reflected profound anxieties concerning the place of the
individual in a rapidly changing social, political, technological, and economic world order, would
not disappear with the introduction of modernism, but would manifest itself in new ways.
Not surprisingly, in the face of such perceived threats, the concept of the privacy and the
home had acquired a greater urgency by the nineteenth century. Gay describes the
development of privacy: “Privacy, that remarkable discovery, became a realistic possibility in the
eighteenth century only to sweep all before it, rapidly establishing itself as a necessity for the
affluent and an aspiration for the poor.” 72 The issue of privacy has already been discussed in
terms of Mies and Reich’s Tugendhat House interior; an even more controversial and infamous
collision of the forms of modern architecture with the bourgeois notions of privacy and domestic
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Gay, Education of the Senses, 439.
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Gay, Education of the Senses, 403.
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Gay, Education of the Senses, 439.
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lifestyle in Mies’s oeuvre was the case of the Farnsworth House commission, already
mentioned. 73
Regarding the issue of privacy in Mies and Reich’s interiors, is Mies acting hypocritically
(if perhaps unconsciously) by including curtain space dividers in his ostensibly “open” and “free”
interiors, claiming to democratically banish the old order of rooms and allowing the inhabitants
agency to do they want in whatever space they choose, but in fact accommodating a bourgeois
anxiety of exposure and lack of privacy? In this sense, Mies and Reich’s fabric curtain partitions
can be seen as fluctuating lines of demarcation. But who is retreating from what, or whom? Can
the unstable boundaries in the Tugendhat House, for example, be seen in terms of a defensive
strategy―a safety outlet posing as a soft textile rather than a solid door― for the inhabitants to
retreat from the outside world, and even from each other? Mies and Reich’s fabric partition wall
may be interpreted as a cultural symptom of the uneasy truce staged in the domestic interior
between modernity and tradition, freedom and repression, and curiosity and modesty. 74

The Conflict Inside: War Metaphors, International Style Propaganda, and the Interior Under
Siege

On the Farnsworth House commission and controversy, see for example Alice T. Friedman, “Domestic
Differences: Edith Farnsworth, Mies van der Rohe, and the Gendered Body,” in Not at Home, ed.
Christopher Reed (London: Thames and Hudson, 1996), 179–92; and Singley, “Living in a Glass Prism.”
See also Nora Wendl, “Sex and Real Estate, Reconsidered: What Was the True Story Behind Mies van
der Rohe's Farnsworth House?”, ArchDaily, July 3, 2015,
https://www.archdaily.com/769632/sex-and-real-estate-reconsidered-what-was-the-true-story-behindmies-van-der-rohes-farnsworth-house. Subsequent to the defense of this dissertation, Alex Beam’s
Broken Glass: Mies van der Rohe, Edith Farnsworth, and the Fight Over a Modernist Masterpiece further
explored the theme. Beam, Broken Glass: Mies van der Rohe, Edith Farnsworth, and the Fight Over a
Modernist Masterpiece (New York: Random House, 2020). For further analysis of the complexities of the
commission and controversy, see Martin Filler, “Life in a Glass House,” New York Review of Books, Feb.
22, 2021.
73

74 My discussion of Mies’s and Reich’s fabric partitions as cultural symptom is indebted to Peter Gay’s
discussion of the fear of the New Woman in Weimar culture and her effect on the traditional family unit.
Gay, Education of the Senses, 435–36.
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The fact that an ideological war was being waged over the domestic interior during the Weimar
period is made abundantly clear in the polemical literature of modern architecture and design,
and the notion of the bourgeois domestic interior as a site under siege due to the multiple
pressures of the modern world is an ongoing theme. As we have seen, the discourse
surrounding the domestic interior is replete with the use of war imagery (battleground,
fortifications, defensive strategies, retreat, freedom, safety, control). In chapter three, the image
of the tent as a symbol of militarism and nationalism, with underpinnings of transience and
homelessness, was analyzed as it appears in the work of Schinkel and, vestigially, in the
interiors of Mies and Reich. The modern invasion into the space of the home is also at the
center of Walter Benjamin’s writings on the interior. Benjamin situates the domestic interior
within Marxist discussions of commodity culture: “The interior is not only the universe but also
the etui of the private person.” 75 The comforting, “natural,” cocoon-like haven had been invaded
by modern commercialism; this troubled bifurcation between the private and the public, inside
and outside, would be played out in various aspects of modern domestic architecture and the
discourse surrounding it.
Scholars continue to point out the persistent use of war terminology in modernist
discussions of architecture. Beatriz Colomina, for example, in discussing MoMA as “publicity
machine” observes the consistent use of the terminology of war within the official polemic
accompanying the 1932 Modern Architecture: International Style exhibition. 76 Colomina points
to Barr and Hitchock’s book published in conjunction with the exhibition, which mentions the
“publicity weapon” and refers to the images used in the catalogue as “ammunition.” 77 The use
Walter Benjamin, “Paris, The Capital of the Nineteenth Century,” in Walter Benjamin: Selected Writings,
vol. 3, 1935-1938, ed. Howard Eiland and Michael W. Jennings (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 2002), 39.
75

76 Colomina, Privacy and Publicity, 210. See also Colomina, Domesticity at War (Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press, 2007).
77

Colomina, Privacy and Publicity, 210.
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of this aggressive terminology to frame the mission of modernism would continue unabated; at
MoMA, for example, a series of exhibitions staged during World War II included the
propagandistic Road to Victory show held in 1942. 78 That more was at stake in this war than the
taking back of the interior from the historicist philistines is clear. Mies himself was actively
engaged with battle imagery in his own writings, jotting down the following thoughts in his
notebook of 1927-28 while preparing for a lecture: “One speaks of the victory of the new
building art. I must say that this is entirely out of the question. We have barely begun . . . . What
is victorious is perhaps a new formalism. We can only talk of a new building art when [the
battle―crossed out] new life forms have been formed.” 79 The war in the domestic interior is over
control: of space, of vision, of lifestyle, of freedom and, ultimately, of who determines the
parameters of what is controlled. 80

Domestic Battlefield: The Free Plan, the Curtain Partition, and Mies’s Anti-bourgeois Sentiment
(a Biographical Interpretation)
Mies’s personal experience during the First World War offers a clue to his attitudes
toward bourgeois domesticity. 81 Mies was a soldier during the Great War, left a wife and
78 The exhibition was held May 21–October 4, 1942. “Road to Victory,” MoMA, accessed March 19, 2022,
https://www.moma.org/calendar/exhibitions/3038.

Mies van der Rohe, handwritten notes, 6, ca. 1927-28, Mies van der Rohe Archive, Museum of Modern
Art, New York; quoted in Neumeyer, The Artless Word, 269. As Rosemarie Bletter has noted, Mies may
have made reference to Walter Curt Behrendt’s The Victory of the New Building Style, 1927 (trans. Harry
Mallgrave) (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2000). Author’s conversation with Rosemarie Bletter,
6/15/2022.
79

Like so many elements of Weimar-era architectural discourse, the war metaphor has Wilhelmine
precedents. In an article on Bruno Paul’s interiors, the author likens the “tactical unity” of the modern
applied arts to the united front of the German battalion. Wilhelm Michel, “Bruno Paul als Innen-Künstler”
Innendekoration 18, no. 1 (February 1907): 52.
80

81 The profound impact of World War I on the development of modern artistic culture in Germany during
the late Wilhelmine and Weimar periods has been extensively discussed by scholars. See, for example,
Jennifer Farrell, “World War I and the Visual Arts,” Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin 75, no. 2 (Fall
2017): 4-48; Peter Jelavich, “War,” in German Expressionism: The Graphic Impulse, ed. Starr Figura
(New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2011), 152–73; Ann Murray, ed., Constructing the Memory of War in
Visual Culture Since 1914: The Eye on War (Abingdon-on-Thames: Routledge, 2018). Laurence Rickels
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children at home, and served as a simple enlisted man. He never saw active battle, however;
stationed away from the front, in Romania, he was fortunate to return home more or less
unscathed, both physically and emotionally, as opposed to many.
But for Mies, the period of his military service and his personal experiences during the
war also constituted a defining moment, as his daughter Dorothea (known as “Georgia”) van der
Rohe has detailed in her autobiography, the final nail in the coffin of Mies’s former bourgeois
family life. Candid photographs published for the first time by Georgia van der Rohe capture
scenes from her father’s military stint in 1917-18. While away from home Mies appears to have
luxuriated in the bosom of the rural, folkloristic culture of Romania, allegedly took full advantage
of the transient, footloose lifestyle of a soldier and took a mistress, perhaps (as implied by
Georgia van der Rohe) it is the woman with Mies in a snapshot from the period [FIG. 4.34], with
whom he conceived a son. 82 One photo shows a jovial Mies in lively engagement with two
young women in an atmosphere of relaxed intimacy in what seems to be a rustic, rural setting,
in front of what might be described as a “primitive hut” 83 [FIG. 4.35]. Compared to the

discusses the phenomenon of war neurosis after World War I in “The Demonization of the Home Front:
War Neurosis and Weimar Cinema,” in Kniesche and Brockmann, Dancing on the Volcano, 181–93.
82 This apparent son was Mies’s only male offspring, a not unimportant fact for the period, even if born out
of wedlock. It seems that the child did not carry his father’s name or his legacy. Georgia van der Rohe
implies that the woman pictured, whom she describes as a “German-speaking Siebenbürgin”
(Transylvanian woman) is the mistress who bore Mies’s son around the same time that his three
daughters were born in Germany; she recounts that Mies never spoke of his son nor felt responsible for
him. Georgia van der Rohe, La Donna e Mobile: Mein Bedingungsloses Leben (Berlin: Aufbau, 2006), 15.
Mies’s son was born out of wedlock in Romania in 1917. “Mies’ Children,” Villa Tugendhat, accessed
January 17, 2022, https://www.tugendhat.eu/en/udalost/mies-children/. Schulze and Windhorst refute this
claim; see Schulze and Windhorst, Mies van der Rohe: Critical Biography, 431n68.

In her autobiography, Mies’s daughter Giorgia van der Rohe describes these two women as “gypsies,”
a loaded term suggesting transience (and, in in stereotyped and gendered terms, promiscuity). van der
Rohe, La Donna e Mobile, 15. French cleric and architectural theorist Abbé Marc-Antoine Laugier’s
foundational theory of the primitive hut has become an important part of the canon of architectural theory.
Laugier laid out his argument in his influential Essai sur L'Architecture (1755). On Laugier and the
primitive hut, see Joseph Rykwert, On Adam’s House in Paradise: The Idea of the Primitive Hut in
Architectural History (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1972); Wolfgang Hermann, Laugier and
Eighteenth Century French Theory (London: Zwemmer, 1962); Jo Odgers, Flora Samuel, and Adam
Sharr, eds., Primitive: Original Matters in Architecture (London: Routledge, 2006).
83
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restrictions of discreet bourgeois family life, it is not difficult to interpret a sense of joyous
liberation in these candid snapshots. These experiences, lived within the folkloristic interiors of
Romania, decorated with colorful hanging fabrics and other handicrafts, seem to have offered
Mies a new freedom from the moralizing strictures of polite bourgeois society that would change
the course of his personal life. Not dissimilar as well to the activities of the German
expressionist artists who rebelled against repressive attitudes concerning sexual behavior along
with traditionally restrictive attitudes in the artistic realm, Mies’s wartime experiences shaped his
subsequent trajectory.

Mies the “Homeless”
The legacy of Mies’s anti-domestic temperament was made public in a particularly
revealing and poignant comment by Georgia van der Rohe, upon visiting Haus Lemke (Berlin,
1933) on May 12, 1994. She wrote:
When my father’s buildings were being created in Berlin in the 1930s, we daughters
were, so to speak, not involved. It is not until today, over 60 years later . . . that I am able
for the first time to visit this house which my father built. . . . I have to think of how my
father, who never owned a house of his own, wished in the last years of his life to live in
such a residence, in a house which―like many of his private buildings―joins inside with
outside and would have allowed him to move freely in his wheelchair, under the linden
tree or alongside the bank of the Obersee. 84
With the publication of Georgia van der Rohe’s illustrated autobiography, La Donna e mobile,
mein bedingungsloses leben of 2001, the fundamental connection of the “new woman” with the
dynamism of the new, modern domestic interior was brought home, so to speak, even more.
The title is a double-entendre, translating generally as “woman on the go” or “the independent
woman”: “My uncompromising life,” but which also refers to a song from Verdi’s opera Rigoletto,
1851, a reference to Georgia van der Rohe’s life on stage, as a dancer and actress. But most
important for my discussion, the title seems to point to the disrupted life and considerable
Georgia van der Rohe, quoted in Wita Noack, Landhaus Lemke: Mies-van-der-Rohe-Haus (Berlin:
Berlin Bezirksamt Hohenschönhausen, 1995), 1.
84
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unhappiness to which Mies subjected his family but also, ultimately, to the perseverance and
ultimate victory of the daughter over the challenges of such an upbringing. In fact, the title has
yet another (perhaps unintended) reference: to an essay by architectural historian Esther da
Costa Meyer titled “La Donna è Mobile: Agoraphobia, Women, and Urban Space,” 85 a genderbased interpretation of the modern pathological condition of agoraphobia. While the
correspondence is probably coincidental, the feminist approach of da Costa Meyer’s text offers
an appropriate philosophical parallel to Georgia van der Rohe’s personal reminiscences.
Once Mies had successfully distanced himself from his own domestic situation by
leaving his wife and children and constructing his own new professional and personal persona
(complete with new name and with Reich by his side), he began to wage war on the domestic
interior. Rather than simply constituting functional, moveable walls, Mies and Reich’s moveable
partitions may be interpreted as symbols of transience, instability and of the desire for optical
and physical control - as passive-aggressive metaphors for Mies’s discomfort toward the historic
“sanctity” of domesticity as a protective site of individual and social renewal and family
cohesion. In the publication Bau und Wohnung (Building and Dwelling), Mies was quoted saying
that he believed that moveable walls “would accommodate every reasonable living
arrangement.” 86 What this implies for Mies, in light of his own rejection of the bourgeois
domestic living arrangement, seems to be reflected in the very nature of the curtains
themselves―unstable boundaries and transgressed traditions.
Mies and Reich’s designs for the 1931 Berlin Building Exposition, part of the section
titled “Die Wohnung unserer Zeit” (The Dwelling in Our Time) may also be considered in this
regard, for they exhibited more than simply the latest in building technologies and formal
Esther da Costa Meyer, “La Donna è Mobile: Agoraphobia, Women, and Urban Space,” in The Sex of
Architecture, ed. Diana Agrest, Patricia Conway, and Leslie Kanes Weisman (New York: Harry N.
Abrams, 1996), 141–56.
85

86 Mies van der Rohe, Bau und Wohnung, no. 77, quoted in Richard Pommer and Christian F. Otto,
Weissenhof 1927 and the Modern Movement in Architecture (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1991), 110, 238n14.
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innovations. They presented solutions to contemporary social problems, like the need to
consider the specific housing requirements of non-traditional groups like couples without
children or single, unmarried persons. In addition, Mies and Reich’s model dwellings
communicated the personal commitment on the part of each designer to the pursuit of a
distinctly anti-bourgeois lifestyle. Along with his role as director of the section on contemporary
architecture and his contribution of the Ground Floor House, Mies designed the Apartment for a
Bachelor [FIG. 4.36], a realization of the Minimalwohnung, a concept developed in response to
the acute housing shortage in German cities after World War I and the contemporary discourse
on the Existenzminimum. In a true manifestation of Mies’s “less is more” design approach, the
seclusion of the single man is elevated to a level of refined, if solitary elegance.
This interest in providing living spaces for non-traditional sectors of the population,
notably unmarried men and women living alone or couples without children, is an aspect of what
conservative critics decried as the dissolution of the traditional family in Weimar Germany.
These concerns are also illustrated in Reich’s oft-discussed design for a one-room, model
apartment intended for a boardinghouse, also exhibited at the 1931 Berlin Building Exposition
and mentioned earlier. These ideas are presented in a less well-known format in author Elisabet
Neff’s 1927 book Auch allein-wohne fein, mentioned previously, which offered an illustrated
“how-to” manual for unmarried professional women renting small apartments, with practical
advice for living alone. Neff’s text positioned the fabric space-dividing screen as a key
constituent of the successful Minimalwohnung, ideally manifesting the concept of
Existenzminimum, and offered ways to make and install attractive and functional curtain/walls to
partition a one-room flat into discrete living areas serving specific functions [FIG. 4.37]. Here,
the fabric wall operates as much psychologically and physically, ostensibly allowing the
inhabitant to feel a sense of agency in spite of the radically restrictive (and even claustrophobic)
space available. This gesture, however, reminds us that, despite the highly publicized rise of the
New Woman in Weimar Germany, in reality the unmarried female inhabitant of such a dwelling
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would be near the very bottom of the socio-economic ladder. Indeed, the first sentence of Neff’s
book offers the sobering thought: “The struggle for existence of the working woman becomes
ever more difficult.” 87 Further, the status of the New Woman was not universally heralded, but in
fact was viewed with considerable suspicion by conservative factions as a destabilizing force in
society.
Reich’s model House for a Couple Without Children, also exhibited at the 1931 Berlin
Building Exposition, can be interpreted in a general sense as a liberated, progressive response
to conservative “family values” in contemporary Germany, but on another level, as the
designer’s own “ideal” house (one imagined, perhaps, for herself and Mies). In actuality, the
couple would never co-habitate. Whether this overt and public celebration of a life without
children resonated with Mies’s own offspring (who were by 1931 already nearly grown) is
impossible to know, although their general sense of abandonment and disillusionment was
communicated in Mies’s daughter Georgia van der Rohe’s recent autobiography, mentioned
earlier. Again, the notion of “freedom” won must be examined in terms of its full multiplicity of
ramifications.

Unstable Foundations: Challenges to the Family in Weimar Germany
The current discussion of Mies’s relationship to the domestic realm must be
contextualized within contemporary critical scholarship concerning the state of the German
family during the Weimar period. In “The German Family between Private Life and Politics,”
Ingeborg Weber-Kellerman identifies the period of the First World War as a moment of
widespread socio-political as well as familial rupture, writing:
The illusion of an unchanging “traditional” family was called into question during
the First World War and the revolution which followed. The disasters of the
battlefront and the home front and the disruption of family life which the war had

“Der Lebenskampf der berufstätigen Frau wird immer schwerer.” (author’s translation). Elisabet Neff,
Auch allein – wohne fein (Stuttgart: Frank’sche Verlagshandlung, 1927), 7.
87
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brought challenged the usual practices of family life and the larger social order as
well. 88
Weber-Kellerman argues that, even before World War I, the patriarchal power structure of the
German family had been put into question by the emergence of the discipline of psychology. As
Freud’s theories penetrated into middle-class consciousness in the 1910s, sexuality was freed
from the specter of taboo. But as she acknowledges, although the new governmental
administration of the Weimar Republic attempted to break down old class-based hierarchies of
privilege, “much of the old society, and the old accustomed patterns of patriarchalism, remained
in force.” 89 Further, with the increased emphasis on rationalization in many areas of modern life,
according to Weber-Kellerman, sexuality itself became subject to rationalization in the 1920s,
with results which tended to confirm normative modes of sexual behavior at the expense of
those less traditional, while all the while, messages of sexual liberation and the “New Women”
were being disseminated via modern modes of popular culture. The tense battle between
traditional sexual mores and family life versus progressive notions of gender emancipation was
fought in the domestic environment, 90 and as we have seen, the anxious echoes of this struggle
found itself manifested in Mies’s very personal response to the design of the domestic interior.
Anti-family sentiment was rampant in Germany during the first decades of the twentieth
century and was a central tenet of much avant-garde modernist polemic, as Stephen

88 Ingeborg Weber-Kellerman, “The German Family Between Private Life and Politics,” ed. Antoine Prost
and Gérard Vincent, trans. Arthur Goldhammer, in Riddles of Identity in Modern Times, vol. 5 of A History
of Private Life, trans. Arthur Goldhammer (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press,
1991), 511–12.
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90 The most extreme reaction to the Weimar loosening of traditional familial hierarchies and sexual
revolution was, of course, as Weber-Kellerman points out, the co-opting of the institution of family life and
personal sexuality as a key component of the National Socialist’s official program for a racially pure
German Volk after gaining power in 1933. Weber-Kellerman, “The German Family between Private Life
and Politics,” 515–22.
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Brockmann points out. 91 He underscores this point by quoting, for example, Italian Futurist
artist/theorist Filippo Tommasso Marinetti’s statement: “family feeling is an inferior sentiment.” 92
Brockmann identifies the First World War as a defining moment of crisis leading to the
deteriorating status of the family, pointing to the traumatic rift between soldiers who experienced
World War I and the women they left behind:
between male sons, husbands, and boyfriends, and the mothers, wives, and
girlfriends whom they blame a) for having suffocated them before the war began;
b) for having allowed them to escape such suffocation by going off to the war, c)
for not having supported them or understood them sufficiently in their new role as
soldiers; d) for having betrayed them emotionally or sexually; e) for not fighting in
the war themselves; f) for having contributed to the war’s loss; and g) for
contributing to the feminization of German society. 93
Brockmann interprets Weimar sexual cynicism as an “enlightened” attack upon bourgeois
sexual mores but one that, ultimately, constituted an attack upon women. 94 His description of
the situation at the beginning of the Weimar period is worth quoting at length for its wealth of
insight. He writes:
But by the end of the First World War, and with the decline of expressionist
utopianism, the most advanced bourgeois thinkers, like the declining aristocracy
before them, rejected the ideology of love as hypocritical nonsense. Horkheimer
and Adorno explain this rejection as partly the result of economic changes which
marginalized the family, formerly the center of social and economic structure.
The ideology of love had served to support and guarantee the dominance of the
bourgeois family. By the beginning of the Weimar Republic, however, ‘the family
is dying out,’ as one woman in Erich Kästner’s novel Fabian suggests. Since the
bourgeois family no longer played a crucial role in the economic structure, the
ideology of love was no longer necessary…If Horkheimer and Adorno are correct
in their analysis of modern sexual morality, then we can expect the cultural
production of the Weimar Republic, as the first truly ‘modern’ period in German
history, to reflect a) the disintegration of the family unit, b) the increasing isolation
of the individual economic subject, whether male or female, and c) a sexual
cynicism intimately connected with the two developments and resulting in d) in an
Stephen Brockmann, “Weimar Sexual Cynicism,” in Kniesche and Brockmann, Dancing on the
Volcano, 165–80.
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ideology of hatred toward women. If Klaus Theweleit’s exhaustive studies have
shown nothing else, they have shown that hatred toward women was widespread
in the culture of the Weimar Republic. 95
Jost Hermand also identifies the site of home and family as contested ground during the
Weimar era, and discusses the various progressive social developments which occurred during
the artistic period of the Neue Sachlichkeit period, such as the relaxing of sexual taboos,
including the legal move to stop the criminalization of homosexuality, the more liberal attitudes
and laws concerning divorce, homosexuality, adultery and prostitution, and the achievement of
women’s equal rights in the political, educational, employment, and leisure-time arenas. But
these reforms did not come without considerable cost. Hermand argues that
they were part of a dialectic of progress in which, in spite of many gains, losses
should not be overlooked. These democratic tendencies frequently went hand in
hand with the defamation of all older spiritual and cultural values, which were
seen as the expression of bourgeois frustration and cowardice. As a result of the
privatization and anonymity of life there was a loosening of all human
relationships, while the satisfaction of emotional, erotic, and cultural drives was
relegated increasingly to the commercialized entertainment industry. 96
At the center of this loosening of human ties was the traditional family, which was often
(as in the case of Mies) a casualty of war as well as of “bourgeois frustration.”
Hermand’s highly critical stance points to the failure of Weimar society to replace the old
traditional “family values” with those more reflective of modern realities:
A concept of democracy that, like Neue Sachlichkeit, recognizes no goals other
than profit maximization, competitive success, social prestige, and consumer
pleasure, can elicit only negative values―or, more precisely, no values at all.
While such a concept appeals to the strong need for gratification and even to the
infantile narcissism that has always existed in human nature, it leaves higher
human needs unsatisfied. Within the framework of a society such as that
championed by Neue Sachlichkeit, older national, religious, and class values are
increasingly eclipsed, along with the hierarchical, authoritarian, and patriarchal
attitudes that accompanied them. In such a society, these old values are not
replaced by new participatory values of liberty, equality, and fraternity, of codetermination in politics and the economy. 97
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Comfort and Control in the Modern Domestic Interior
At the heart of the “old values” whose loss is lamented by Hermand is the traditional
ideal of comfort in the domestic interior. This concept, historically tied to the function of textiles
and upholstery in relation to the body and its physical needs and desires, was at the heart of
critics’ analysis of the Tugendhat House’s design. 98 The fabrics used for furniture upholstery
and for curtain partitions played an important role in Mies and Reich’s interior, providing sensual
pleasure (visually and tactilely) as well as functional uses as space-dividing screens. In addition,
in their costly preciousness, these fabrics retained representational aspects, constituting luxury
materials as loaded with class-based markers of status as they were “abstract” in form. 99
Ostensibly providing agency for the inhabitants, who can control their own spatial environment,
fabric curtain partitions can also be seen as exerting control over the inhabitants, in the sense
that the curtains must be physically manipulated to achieve their intended function.
Beatriz Colomina’s in-depth analysis of the modern domestic interior and, in particular,
her apt description of the distinctly modern aspects of Adolf Loos’s interior oeuvre and the ways
in which materials and space function, both physically and symbolically, in ways that often
problematize what is understood as the traditional, reassuring meaning of “home” is applicable
here: “The tension between sensation and comfort and comfort as control disrupts the role of

On the notion of comfort in relation to the architecture of the Neues Bauen, see Karina Van Herck,
“’Only Where Comfort Ends, Does Humanity Begin’: On the ‘Coldness’ of Avant-Garde Architecture in the
Weimar Period,” in Negotiating Domesticity: Spatial Productions of Gender in Modern Architecture, ed.
Hilde Heynen and Gülsüm Baydar (London: Routledge, 2005), 123–44. See also Hilde Heynen, “Leaving
Traces’: Anonymity in the Modernist House,” in Designing the Modern Interior: From the Victorians to
Today, ed. Penny Sparke, Anne Massey, Trevor Keeble, and Brenda Martin (Oxford: Berg, 2009), 125.
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99 See Robin Schuldenfrei’s discussion of modernism and luxury in Mies and Reich’s interiors in Luxury
and Modernism: Architecture and the Object in Germany, 1900–1933 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 2018), 157-254.
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the house as a traditional form of representation.” 100 Also pertinent is scholar Mary Douglas’s
critical analysis of the “tyranny of the home.” Douglas argues: “This is how the home works.
Even its most altruistic and successful versions exert a tyrannous control over mind and
body.” 101 Mies and Reich’s curtain partitions make subtle demands of the inhabitants, and this
focus on dynamic movement is not without its symbolic overtones. It is permeated with external,
societal demands for an ideal, fit, and healthy human body in movement and by the need for
modern architecture to actively operate―to function.
Calling for new forms of domestic life, Mies and Reich’s fabric partitions offer the means
for the inhabitants to participate actively in a household ritual involving the opening or closing of
curtain/walls, while at the same time, call into question the traditional spatial divisions and
hierarchies in the home. By carving out spatial enclosures, one has the opportunity to expose,
or conceal, his/her body from others, or to enclose him/herself in space together with others, or
alone. Considerably more dramatic than simply closing a door between one discrete room and
another, fabric curtain partitions draw attention to their own theatricality, and by association, the
artificiality at the very core of bourgeois domesticity. It could even be argued that in their
tendency to distract, by a constant demand for dynamic movement, these curtain/walls
destabilize the domestic environment in ways that reflect the broader context of dynamic
Weimar culture.

My interpretation is particularly indebted to Colomina’s analysis of Adolf Loos’s interiors in Privacy and
Publicity, 269. Colomina’s book Manifesto Architecture: The Ghost of Mies, which appeared after the
defense of this dissertation, identifies the significance of the curtain in the Barcelona Pavilion and cites
Semper’s and Loos’s theories of cladding. Colomina does not, however, delve into a further discussion of
the curtain partition. Colomina, Manifesto Architecture: The Ghost of Mies (Berlin: Sternberg Press,
2014), 35.
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Part IV: Curtains Outdoors: Sunbathing, Freikörperkultur, and Roof Terraces in the Neues
Bauen
Not limited to the domestic interiors of the Neues Bauen, the use of space-dividing fabric
partitions extended outside, becoming an integral part of the exteriors of modern buildings.
Among the formal elements embraced by German modern architects in the creation of an
environment conducive to the ideal fit and healthy lifestyle were roof terraces, decks and
porches for the purposes of sunbathing, taking in fresh air, and even outdoor sleeping. Made
possible by the flat roof, these outdoor “rooms,” outfitted with screens for privacy and protection
from excess sun and wind, helped fulfill the goals of Wohnreform. For the elite inhabitant, the
well-appointed modern dwelling might include a fitness center for gymnastics, swimming and
plunge pools, winter gardens, and large windows which could open widely, to allow the outdoors
to seep in, or even, in the case of Mies’s architecture, disappear completely by retracting into
the floor. Further elements of the ideal modern home included amenities like indoor winter
gardens as well as balconies or terraces to accommodate the heath-giving benefits of plants.
Another response, for the very privileged elite, was to build a second, weekend house, in order
to fully escape the urban environment and enjoy the benefits of suburban or country life.
This emphasis on modern living and focus on the healthy body manifested in the
architecture of the Neues Bauen is reflected in a photograph taken in 1928 by artist and
photographer Irene Bayer, which depicts her husband, designer and Bauhaus instructor Herbert
Bayer, and fellow Bauhäusler Alexander (“Xanti”) Schawinsky lying nude on the beach in the
south of France [FIG. 4.38]. The image is indicative of the high level of interest in the pursuit of
sunbathing (especially nude sunbathing, part of Freikörperkultur) and sport as part of a healthy
lifestyle in Germany during the Weimar period. 102 As au courant as a fashion photo but sans

102 On the cult of the body and nudism or “naturism” in Germany, see Michael Hau, The Cult of Health
and Beauty in Germany: A Social History, 1890–1930 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003); A.
Krüger, “There Goes This Art of Manliness: Naturism and Racial Hygiene in Germany,” Journal of Sport
History 18, no. 1 (1991): 135–58; Maren Möhring, “Der bronzene Leib. Die FKK-Ästhetik in der Weimarer
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cladding, the image celebrates the current ideal of the slim, fit, healthy and suntanned body
while also communicating fashionably relaxed attitudes concerning nudity among Germany’s
avant-garde. While the beaches in the south of France have historically enjoyed particularly
permissive attitudes with regard to nudity (which continue today), this open approach is
indicative of progressive body culture. The widespread popularity of books like Hans Surén’s
1924 Der Mensch und die Sonne (Man and the Sun) attests to the Weimar preoccupation with
the status of the fit, healthy body. Surén, who developed a new form of gymnastics, published
widely on the benefits of exercise, fresh air, sunshine and Freikörperkultur. 103 While Surén was
not the first to promote these ideas in Germany (as Nina Morris has pointed out, books including
Heinrich Pudor’s Cult of the Nude and Richard Ungewitter’s Nakedness, published in the 1890s,
paved the way), Man and the Sun was phenomenally successful in Germany (a quarter-million
copies were published in its first year of its publication), and it became a best seller in Britain
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and across Europe as well. 104 Surén’s richly illustrated books celebrated athletic bronzed
bodies, youthful, nude, and ideal.
Despite such utopian goals, however, it is clear that the ideal of a healthy, fit
Freikörperkultur was not fully realizable within the socio-political realities of Weimar Germany,
and a lingering sense of modesty on the part of even the resolutely modern inhabitants of the
Neues Bauen can be found embedded once again in the fabric partition. This is evident in a
photograph circa 1926-27 of architect and Bauhaus director Walter Gropius with his wife Ise and
friends lounging on the roof terrace of Gropius’s own home, the “Master House” at the Dessau
Bauhaus, designed by Gropius in 1925/26 [FIG. 4.39; FIG. 4.40]. Clad in the modern bathing
suits of the day, they appear to be enjoying outdoor living, taking in the fresh air and sunshine,
but are doing so behind a fabric partition wall, which creates the sense of a protective tent-like
space. Ute Ackerman has described it as a “parasol/screen” that extended across the entire
length of the terrace, to allow the Bauhaus director to enjoy a casual lifestyle while being
protected from the curious gaze of others. 105 Furthering the sense that an outside room has
been created is the existence of a vase of flowers, which brings a bourgeois touch to the scene,
as does the small dog next to Ise Gropius. Despite the obvious striving for comfort and
relaxation, along with the sense on the part of the viewer that this is a group wishing to proudly
show their modern liberation, there is a bit of stiffness to the scene; perhaps the photo was
actually posed to look casual. There is also a tension due primarily to the way the tightly-bound
fabric privacy curtain (for it is clear here that the screen is not being used as a sunshade)
appears to be bursting at the seams like a tent blowing in the wind threatening to pull up its
stakes.

104 Nina J. Morris, “Naked in Nature: Naturism, Nature and the Senses in Early 20th Century Britain,”
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A comparison between the photo of the party on Gropius’s roof, with its wall-like
background, and an image of Mies in front of a wall drawn by Sergius Rugenberg, already
mentioned [FIG. 2.34], results in some interesting similarities. The drawing of Mies is intended
as a spoof on his monumental stature, both physically and psychologically, in the office and
beyond, as well as pointing out the significance of the wall in Mies’s work. It suggests a level of
comfort in being backed by a wall that operates as a kind of shield, along with emphasizing the
controlling gaze (implicit in Mies’s intense eyes, communicating artistic genius but also giving
the uneasy feeling that the boss is always watching). This sense of a need for psychological
comfort and visual privacy is also reflected in the Gropius group’s clustering with the fabric wall
at their backs.

Roof Terraces and Curtain/Walls at the Weissenhofsiedlung
The important role that the hanging curtain as space-dividing screen played in the
interiors of the domestic architecture of the Neues Bauen is particularly evident in the model
housing of the Weissenhofsiedlung. As numerous period photographs of the building’s exteriors
show, fabric partitions were also a standard feature on the outside, as evident in the plethora of
hanging curtains on rods installed on the roof terraces provided by the modern, flat roofs. These
terraces were intended for specific outdoor activities, including al fresco dining, playing,
relaxing, and sleeping, as well as sunbathing in a nude or partially nude state. The metal-rod
armatures for privacy awnings visible in contemporary photographs of the buildings show fabric
that offered shade as well as acting as modesty screens (sun-bathing body-worshippers
apparently still needed to be able to construct appropriate levels of privacy as needed). Period
photographs of the Weissenhofsiedlung site show the ubiquity of curtains or, in some instances,
climbing plants attached to metal rod structures for privacy and shade on roof terraces [FIG.
4.41; FIG. 4.42]. While Taut’s model residence and those of his fellow architects exhibited at the
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Weissenhofsiedlung combined flat roofs with terraces that featured fabric screens, other
housing developments, like Max Taut’s Eichkamp Siedlung near Berlin featuring more traditional
pitched roofs, also provided ample balcony space, including metal armatures for outdoor
curtain/walls [FIG. 4.43]. 106 One such balcony, visible in a photo of the housing complex
published in Das Schöne Heim in 1930, sports a striped awning [FIG. 4.44].
Hans Scharoun’s house at the Weissenhofsiedlung, number 33, also included a striped
fabric awning on the roof terrace, again attached to a tubular armature [FIG. 4.45; FIG. 4.46;
FIG. 4.47], which could provide shade from the sun as well as partial privacy. Both decorative
and functional, these gaily-striped terrace awnings are the descendent of Wilhelmine curtained
beach cabins, discussed earlier [FIG. 4.10]. Peter Behrens’s model apartment building provided
ample balcony space, demonstrating Behrens’s ongoing commitment to an architecture that
provided health and hygiene to fight disease [FIG. 4.48]. Behrens’s balconies also featured
striped awnings [FIG. 4.49].
On top of his Weissenhof house, Walter Gropius used a metal-rod armature to sculpt
space with a fabric curtain/wall on top of his house, allowing for full visual privacy on the
otherwise open terrace [FIG. 4.50]. In a view of the Weissenhofsiedlung with the roof terrace of
Gropius’s house in the foreground, the terraces of Mies’s model apartment building in the
background are visible [FIG. 4.51], and although no armatures have been located in the
photographic record, nor have designs for privacy curtains/sunscreens been found, it is
nonetheless feasible that Mies intended such an installation to be used, considering his
inclusion of a similar metal-rod armature for the terrace of the Tugendhat House, for climbing
plants [FIG. 4.52].
Adolf Rading’s House no. 25 provided terraces on both the upper and lower levels, with
adjustable curtains and a comfortable chaise lounge visible on the upper terrace level [FIG.
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4.53]. Adolf Schneck’s design for house number 12 [FIG. 4.54; FIG. 4.55] included a bathroom
terrace with an outdoor privacy awning suspended from an armature. This amenity was
intended as an extension of the function of the interior space―that is, as a continuation of the
attention to bodily health, hygiene, fitness and beauty that encompassed sunbathing, and
particularly nude sunbathing―hence the privacy curtain. Space and equipment for exercise was
also provided in the Weissenhofsiedlung houses designed by Mart Stam and by Richard
Döcker. 107 A photograph of an athletic woman in a modern shorts outfit showing off her supple
form on the roof terrace of the Döcker House, circa 1927-1828 encapsulates this theme [FIG.
4.56; FIG. 4.57].
The conflation of bathroom and outdoor sunroom was a repeated motif in the
architecture of the Neues Bauen, as evident in Wolfgang von Wersin’s “Koja Bad mit
Sonnenterrassen,” exhibited at the Deutsche Siedlungsausstellung, Die Wohnung section, and
illustrated in the periodical Das Schöne Heim in 1934 [FIG. 4.58]. The functional rationale of von
Wersin’s light-filled, easy to clean glass-and-steel design is clear. The fitness-minded inhabitant
can continue, after a rousing bout with the punching bag and other gymnastic equipment (as
well as weight-checking using the conveniently located scale), to the outside terrace for
sunbathing and finally back inside for the culmination of the ideal hygienic ritual in the
ultramodern bathtub. The color palette used by von Wersin: black, white, red and yellow, 108
communicate brightness, cleanliness, and vitality. Another of Von Wersin’s exhibits at the
Munich housing fair presented specially-designed sunbathing furniture with built-in fabric
screens: a rattan sofa/bench outfitted with a cheerfully-patterned floral fabric privacy canopy
hanging from a wooden rod as well as a chaise longue featuring an extendable screen to shield
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one’s head and a natty plaid cushion [FIG.4.59]. Fashionable women’s garments (a sun hat and
wide-legged, buttoned sailor trousers) are draped on the chaise longue, and along with two
pairs of strappy sandals, serve as display props to complete the summery ensemble.
Depictions of the idealized, trim and sporty men and women engaging in sun bathing,
swimming, or other health and fitness activities popular during the 1920s and ‘30s consistently
appear as sleek counterpoints to the constructed images of architectural modernism promoted
in Weimar Germany (although official photographs of Mies’s architecture tend to not follow this
example). The gender ramifications of inclusion in architectural photography of human figures,
referred to as “staffage” (a term which, tellingly for our discussion, derives from the German
staffieren―”to fill out, or to decorate”) are evident in a numerous examples of the Neues Bauen
reproduced in contemporary books and periodicals. An image of Swedish architect Sven
Markelius’s Architect’s House, in Nockeby near Stockholm [FIG. 4.60] illustrated in Platz’s book,
for example, includes staffage in the form of a female sunbather lounging on the roof terrace.
This image conflates notions of modern architecture, healthy living and the fit, New Woman, but
also contains echoes of stereotypical, gendered depictions of woman as odalisque, an
orientalist trope popular in nineteenth-century European art). 109 An almost identical pose, with
one arm raised and placed behind the head, and a beatific expression, is seen in the illustration
of Swiss/German architect Fritz Spannagel’s Weekend cottage that was also published in
Platz’s book [FIG. 4.61]. A different approach is evident in a photograph of a Weekend House
by Grete Schütte-Lihotsky, featured in an article in Das Schöne Heim in October, 1929, which
avoids such sexist stereotypes by including a conspicuously empty sunning chair [FIG. 4.62].
Although considerably more humble than Mies’s Tugendhat house, Schütte-Lihotzky’s design
exhibits an important similarity with the more elite dwelling, notably, the dissolution of the
Markelius is credited with introducing the Neues Bauen to Sweden. On Markelius, see Eva Rudberg,
Sven Markelius, Architect (Stockholm: Arkitektur Förlag, 1989).The reclining pose is reminiscent of the
odalisque in French painter Jean Auguste Dominique Ingres’s Odalisque with Slave (1839; Walters Art
Museum, Baltimore).
109

276

membrane between interior and exterior. Das Schöne Heim extolled the benefits of her concept:
“An open porch would be unnecessary, since the large double doors open up an entire side of
the living area so much that one sits inside as if outdoors.” 110 Interior views of the weekend
house depict hanging fabric curtains functioning to partition the small interior, to enclose the
kitchen as well as the sleeping area [FIG. 4.63].
A tubular steel chaise longue also appears in a photo of Scharoun’s Weissenhofsiedlung
house; visible outside on the terrace, it is ready for sunbathing. It is reminiscent of Mies’s tubular
steel lounge chair in the living area of the Tugendhat House, upholstered in red [FIG. 2.16].
Although Mies’s chair was installed inside, in a position which allowed the user to experience
the spectacular view the site of Brno castle on the opposite hill, the fact that the chair was
situated directly at the retractable glass window allowed the user to effectively recline in a
southwardly directly, in the full (and, it was then believed, healthful) rays of the sun. Like
sunbathing at ski resorts, this was an activity that must have been considered particularly
attractive in winter.
The relationship between architecture, cladding, clothing, and the body is a complex and
highly gendered affair, and one that took physical form in the space-dividing partitions of the
Neues Bauen. Once again at the center of the discussion, Mies’s and Reich’s interiors negotiate
the boundary between abstract purity and reassuring representation, and between decoration
and function. This chapter has continued the analysis of the diverse sources and interpretive
possibilities of the fabric curtain partition-wall, arguing that in the hands of Mies and Reich, the
device was far from abstract and reductive, but rather replete with associations and implications,
“Eine offene Laube wird überflüssig, wenn große Flügeltüren eine ganze Seite des Wohnraums so
öffnen, daß man drinnen wie im Freien sitzt.” W. Schütte, “Vom Wochenendhaus,” Das Schöne Heim 33,
no. 1 (October 1929): 42.
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Mies began the commission for the Tugendhat House in mid-1928. Zimmerman, “Tugendhat House,
Brno, 1928-30,” in Riley and Bergdoll, Mies in Berlin, 242. It is interesting to speculate to what extent such
discussions (in particular regarding Schütte-Lihotzky’s transcending of the interior/exterior spatial
boundary) affected Mies’s own development of such ideas. A similar sinking window is included in Erich
Mendelsohn’s own house, published in Neues Haus Neue Welt (1932).
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operating in ways that can be seen as challenging the construction of domesticity in uncanny
ways. 111 They offer the fulfillment of sensual desire through soft, luxurious, seductive fabric
curtains and exotic, wildly costly wood surfaces, while at the same time, come with an
accompanying modernist disclaimer―what Mark Wigley, in his analysis of Adolf Loos, has
referred to as “a critique of the immoral seductions of the clothing of buildings.” 112
Seen another way, however, the ubiquity of fabric partitions in the Neues Bauen
reflected a deep anxiety that the “body” of the house/inhabitant was on some fundamental level
not yet fully rationalized and ideal, and therefore needed to be clad. Encompassing more than
simply the idea of “wearing” fabric, the space-dividing fabric partitions used by Mies, Reich, and
their colleagues suggest the act of putting on and taking off, of dressing and undressing, and
revealing and hiding, which in terms of clothing implies the desire for privacy and control over
the actual or perceived voyeur. There is also something of a tease in the alternate movement of
concealing and revealing of these curtains, a coy aspect to this “peek-a-boo,” related to the
erotic overtones of their distant cousins, privacy screens. The desire for cloaking in an outdoor
setting also suggests the need for bodily shielding, both from the sun and wind, from the
unwanted gaze, and even from dreaded unhealthy aspects of the Weimar environment like
disease.
To what extent, then, do these curtains operate less as “functional” space dividers and
more as theatrical devices―accouterments for the staging of modern domestic life―as
elements as structured and artificial as the ritual of forcing a “drop-in” visitor to suffer the spatial
uneasiness of a chilly reception area? One can easily imagine the effect of pulling the curtain to
create a special sense of containment, to carve out a space of intimacy in the lower floor of the

These uncanny aspects will be further explored in the next chapter, which focuses on the flat roof
controversy in reaction to the 1929 Weissenhofsiedlung and nationalist, racist critiques of the period,
which described the architecture of the Neues Bauen as exotic, foreign, oriental, and primitive.
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Wigley, White Walls, Designer Dresses, 72.
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Tugendhat House, for example. Do Mies and Reich fetishize the staging of domesticity through
the overtly theatrical device of the pulled curtain? Perhaps the open plan needed some
“cloaking,” just as the ideal of the proud, fit, nude modern body could not always preclude a
sense of shame, and thus the social construction of modesty and the need for modesty still lies
underneath the stripped-bare surfaces of modern architecture. Can the loaded screening
devices of Mies’s and Reich’s curtain partitions be seen as subtly transgressive devices
manifesting a sense of conflict directed toward domesticity, and perhaps even a bit of sly humor
as well? These questions bring to light the importance of understanding modernism in
architecture and design as a push and pull between aspects of rationalism and those of what
might be considered non-canonical characteristics, in particular, elements of the decorative, the
fashionable, and the irrational.
European émigrés fleeing Europe in the 1930s and 1940s continued to utilize hanging
fabric for interior design commissions in their adopted homelands. Bauhäusler and master
textile artist Anni Albers, for example, brought the motif of the modern fabric curtain/wall with her
when she and her spouse Josef Albers emigrated to the United States; it appears in photos of
her interiors for the dormitory rooms at the Harvard Graduate Center, designed by fellow
German ex-pat Gropius in 1950 [FIG. 4.64]. Mies, too, continued his exploration of the
possibilities inherent in the expressive and functional uses of hanging fabric in the United States
once he arrived in 1938, moving forward while leaving Lilly Reich behind. While his American
oeuvre is beyond the scope of this study, the following and final chapter takes a different path,
undertaking an analysis of the fabric curtain partitions along with other furnishings in Mies’s and
Reich’s Weimar interiors through the lens of the “exotic,” the “primitive,” and the “oriental.”
These related themes permeated the architecture and interior design of the German Wilhelmine
period and, surprisingly, remain evident in vestigial form in the seemingly abstract, reductive
interiors of the modern era.
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Chapter 5: Flat Roofs, Fabric Partitions, Exotic Woods, and Persian Rugs: Vestiges of the
Oriental and the “Primitive” in the Interiors of Mies and Reich

[A] jungle of new forms broke out. Unusual and of wild power. 1
Mies van der Rohe, describing
the Neues Bauen
Gilt decoration and precious stones are the work of the tamed
savage who is still alive within us. 2
Le Corbusier

Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich’s fabric curtain partitions operated on a series of levels,
symbolically and in terms of utilitarian function, contributing to the performance of a unique form
of domesticity that was both avant garde and infused with tradition. They can be understood as
an embodiment of modernist rationality: as space-dividing, moveable walls with a central
participatory role in the spatial flow of the open plan and thus, as a mechanism designed to
encourage a sense of discipline and agency. Convenient and user-friendly as well as
decorative, visually and tactilely pleasurable, they also embody an effective show of
conspicuous consumption and class status. At the same time, their design is inflected with
contemporary anxieties concerning a host of Weimar preoccupations: dynamism, body culture,

Mies van der Rohe, lecture manuscript, Chicago, ca. 1950 quoted in Fritz Neumeyer, The Artless Word:
Mies van der Rohe on the Building Art, trans. Mark Jarzombek (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1991), 151.
1

2 Following Adolf Loos’s injunction against decoration, Le Corbusier made this declaration in his book
L’Art decorative d’aujourd’hui (Paris: G. Crès, 1925), quoted in Ann Massey, Interior Design of the
Twentieth Century (London: Thames and Hudson, 1990), 63–64.
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privacy, changing attitudes about gender and domesticity, and the tension between tradition and
modernity, and between decoration and abstraction.
This chapter continues to unravel the threads of meaning embedded in Mies’s and
Reich’s interiors, exploring the idea that their reductive yet luxurious furnishings also harbor
elements of the foreign and “exotic,” the “oriental” and the “primitive,” tropes which were
rampant in nineteenth and early twentieth century European visual culture. The troubled
offspring of European Imperialism and Colonialism, these fascinations were especially evident
during the German Wilhelmine era, but are still present in the design culture of the 1920s and
later. 3 Taking shape in the domestic interior, these concerns were overtly manifested through
the use of exotic materials and imagery in Art Deco, the fashionable design style of the 1920s
and 1930s in France whose artistic sources were the forms of the Austrian Wiener Werkstätte

The literature on European colonialism is vast. Critiques of colonialism and imperialism include Franz
Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth (New York: Grove, 1963); Franz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks (New
York: Grove, 1967); Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Pantheon, 1978); Edward Said, Culture and
Imperialism (New York: Knopf, 1993); Nicholas B. Dirks, ed., Colonialism and Culture (Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Press, 1992); Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, A Critique of Postcolonial Reason:
Toward a History of the Vanishing Present (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999); and Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak, In Other Worlds (London: Routledge, 2006). On the use of the term “primitive,” see
James F. Knapp, "Primitivism and the Modern," Boundary 15, no. 1/2 (Autumn 1986–Winter 1987): 365–
79, doi:10.2307/303444. On German colonialism, see, for example, Shelley Baranowski, Nazi Empire:
German Colonialism and Imperialism from Bismarck to Hitler (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2011); Nina Berman, Klaus Mühlhahn, and Patrice Nganang, eds., German Colonialism Revisited:
African, Asian, and Oceanic Experiences, (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2014); Geoff Eley
and Bradley Naranch, eds., German Colonialism in a Global Age (Durham, NC: Duke University Press,
2014); Sara L. Friedrichsmeyer, Sara Lennox, and Susanne M. Zantop, eds., The Imperialist Imagination:
German Colonialism and Its Legacy (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1998); Isabel V. Hull,
Absolute Destruction: Military Culture and the Practices of War in Imperial Germany (Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 2005); Florian Krobb and Elaine Martin, eds., Weimar Colonialism: Discourses and
Legacies of Post-imperialism in Germany after 1918 (Bielefeld: Aisthesis Verlag, 2014); Michelle R. Moyd,
Violent Intermediaries: African Soldiers, Conquest, and Everyday Colonialism in German East
Africa (Athens: Ohio University Press, 2014); Michael Perraudin and Jürgen Zimmerer, eds., German
Colonialism and National Identity (Abingdon-on-Thames: Routledge, 2011); George Steinmetz, The
Devil's Handwriting: Precoloniality and the German Colonial State in Qingdao, Samoa, and Southwest
Africa (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007); Helmuth Stoecker, ed., German Imperialism in
Africa: From the Beginnings until the Second World War, trans. Bernd Zöllner (London: Hurst, 1986); and
Didier Guignard and Iris Seri-Hersch, eds., Spatial Appropriations in Modern Empires, 1820–1960:
Beyond Dispossession (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2019).
3
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(Viennese Workshops) and German Expressionism of the early 1920s. 4 Art Deco was exported
from France to Germany and across the globe. Less obvious traces, however, are palpable in
architecture and interiors of the Neues Bauen. In Mies’s case, the quest for the elemental and
the celebration of the primitive was a self-professed goal, one shared by avant-garde artists and
architects in the first decades of the twentieth century, and enjoys a place in the Mies canon, as
argued notably by Fritz Neumeyer. This chapter expands upon Neumeyer’s interpretation,
broadening the parameters of Mies’s debt to the primitive and then, once again, telescopes in
on the space-dividing curtain partition as a potent carrier of meaning. 5
In identifying and analyzing Primitivist and Orientalist tendencies in Mies’s and Reich’s
domestic interiors, this chapter challenges the notion of Mies’s abstraction and universality. It
positions Mies’s and Reich’s interior oeuvre within the context of French as well as German Art
Deco, the latter being an understudied theme in the United States. With its historicist imagery,
decorative aesthetic, exoticism, and stylish trendiness, Art Deco’s design approach seems far
removed from the reductive purity of the Neues Bauen and Mies’s “almost nothing” (beinahe
See Bletter, “The Art Deco Style,” in Rosemarie Haag Bletter and Cervin Robinson, Skyscraper Style:
Art Deco New York (New York: Oxford University Press, 1975), 48-60.
4

5 On primitivism in Germany, see August K. Wiedmann, The German Quest for Primal Origins in Art,
Culture, and Politics 1900-1913: Die "Flucht in Urzustände" (Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen Press, 1995).
Subsequent to the 2007 defense of the defense of this dissertation, relevant publications on the subject
have appeared; these include Brett M. Van Hoesen’s essay, “Weimar Revisions of Germany’s Colonial
Past: The Photomontages of Hannah Hoech and Laszlo Moholy-Nagy,” in German Colonialism, Visual
Culture, and Modern Memory, ed. Volker M. Langbehn (New York: Routledge, 2010), 197-219. Van
Hoesen’s essay includes a useful bibliography of sources that study the ongoing discourse with
colonialism in Weimar visual culture. Van Hoesen does not, however, discuss Mies or modern
architecture. Another recent publication offers an in-depth look at the subject: Itohan Osayimwese’s 2017
book Colonialism and Modern Architecture in Germany. Osayimwese discusses Mies’s appropriation of
primitive forms, noting his debt to Frobenius and considering Neumeyer’s studies but does not include
interiors or furnishings in his discussion nor any mention of Lilly Reich. Itohan Osayimwese, Colonialism
and Modern Architecture in Germany (Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2017), 64-73. Also
pertinent is John Potvin, ed., Oriental Interiors: Design, Identity, Space (London: Bloomsbury, 2015), in
particular essays by Solmaz Mohammadzadeh Kive and John Potvin. Solmaz Mohammadzadeh Kive,
“The Exhibitionary Construction of the ‘Islamic Interior’,” 39–57; John Potvin, “Inside Orientalism: Hybrid
Spaces, Imaginary Landscapes and Modern Interior Design,” 1–20.
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Nichts) aesthetic. Significantly, Art Deco was reviled by modernist tastemaker Philip Johnson,
and thus excluded from MoMA’s modern canon. An examination of Mies’s and Reich’s
furnishings and their exotic materials like costly woods (macassar, palisander, and zebrawood,
for example) and onyx is considered in relation to the work of contemporaneous French and
German Art Deco designers. While the tendency to use costly exotic woods in furniture design
for the elite had a long tradition in Germany, that fact does not preclude a concentrated analysis
of the dialogue between Mies’s and Reich’s work and that of their stylish French
contemporaries. 6
Expanding upon our analysis of the curtain as wall and room dividing screen, already
analyzed in chapter four in relation to Japonisme, this chapter considers the phenomenon of
Orientalism, which refers to a set of stereotyped representations of “the East,” in particular North
Africa and the Middle East, as well as Moorish Spain, imagined through the Western Colonialist
gaze. The efflorescence of Orientalism in the architecture and design of nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century Europe, which flourished in Wilhelmine Germany, left vestigial traces in
Weimar architecture and design, and can be identified in Mies’s and Reich’s work in the use of
curtain partitions, exotic materials, and oriental rugs. Finally, this chapter looks once again at
the case of the Mies-directed housing exposition at the Weissenhofsiedlung in Stuttgart in 1927,
and the virulent conservative responses to it (the most notorious of which was the “Arab Village”
postcard), critiques which were fraught with nationalist and racist undertones. While the Arab
Village postcard has been analyzed extensively by scholars, particularly in the context of the socalled “flat roof controversy,” this analysis focuses specifically on the room-dividing fabric walls
and screens that were an integral part of the architectural fabric of the Weissenhofsiedlung.
Central to the function of both the interior open plans and the exterior roof terraces of the

Robin Schuldenfrei, Luxury and Modernism: Architecture and the Object in Germany, 1900–1933
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2018), 203–22.
6
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Weissenhofsiedlung’s model residences, these moveable walls are implicated in Primitivist and
Orientalist discourse.

Modern Architecture and Interior Design, the Primitive, and German Colonialism
A discussion of the theme of the primitive in relation to German architecture and interior
design of the first decades of the twentieth century must be contextualized within the history of
German nationalism and colonialism. 7 A latecomer to the colonialist race, Wilhelmine Germany
boasted various holdings in Africa, including southwest Africa (contemporary Namibia),
Cameroon, Togo, and East Africa (contemporary Tanzania, Burundi, and Rwanda), which were
annexed in 1884; in the 1890s, German imperial reach extended to Kiachow, in northeast
China, and to the South Pacific (New Guinea, Samoa, and other smaller islands). 8 German
colonial holdings also included Islamic lands, such as the region of Wituland in East Africa (part
of contemporary Kenya). 9
German colonialism was permeated with the philosophy of Lebensraum, which loosly
translates as “enough space in which to live,” a concept which was co-opted by the National
Socialists as the rationale to forcibly annex parts of Europe and justify the Holocaust. The term
was first used, however, in 1897 by Friedrich Ratzel in the context of German unification and
colonial imperialism. Influenced by Darwinism, it was a theory already tinged with the notion of
racial superiority which fed the drive for national expansion. 10 In their colony in German

7 See Barbara Miller Lane, Architecture and Politics in Germany, 1918-1945 (1968; repr., Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1985); Barbara Miller Lane, National Romanticism in Modern Architecture in
Germany and the Scandinavian Countries (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000); and Jacek
Purchla and Wolf Tegethoff, eds., Nation, Style, Modernism (Cracow: Zentralinstitut für Kunstgeschichte,
2006).
8

Osayimwese, Colonialism and Modern Architecture in Germany, 6-7.

9 Clélia Coret, “Where is the Border? Territorial Claims and Regional Cartography on the East African
Coast, 1860s-1890s,” in Guignard and Seri-Hersch, Spatial Appropriations in Modern Empires, 89–95.

Woodruff D. Smith, "Friedrich Ratzel and the Origins of Lebensraum," German Studies Review 3, no. 1
(1980): 52, doi:10.2307/1429483.
10
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Southwest Africa, between 1904 and 1907, this push for Lebensraum resulted in the
enslavement and genocide of the Herero and Nama peoples by German forces, which is
considered the first incidence of attempted genocide in the twentieth-century and a prelude to
Hitler’s Final Solution. 11 These atrocities included the internment in concentration camps and
forced labor of Herrero captives, including at the notorious Shark Island camp, where by 1907
the prisoner mortality rate was 90 percent. 12 The remains of members of the Herero population
who had died at Shark Island were used in German racial studies and interpreted as additional
proof of German superiority and white supremacism. 13
This troubled political history existed side by side with a fascination for the exotic and the
primitive on the part of western artists and designers, which has long been recognized as a
important factor in the development of modern art, architecture, and design. 14 Dating back at

11 Elizabeth R. Baer, The Genocidal Gaze: From German Southwest Africa to the Third Reich (Detroit:
Wayne State University, 2017), 3–5. See also Casper Erichsen and David Olusog, The Kaiser's
Holocaust: Germany's Forgotten Genocide and the Colonial Roots of Nazism (New York: Faber and
Faber, 2010); Khatija Bibi Khan, “The Kaiser's Holocaust: The Coloniality of German's Forgotten
Genocide of the Nama and the Herero of Namibia,” African Identities 10, no. 3 (2012): 211–20, doi:
10.1080/14725843.2012.715451; Benjamin Madley, “From Africa to Auschwitz: How German South West
Africa Incubated Ideas and Methods Adopted and Developed by the Nazis in Eastern Europe,” European
History Quarterly 35, no. 3 (2005), https://doi.org/10.1177/0265691405054218; George Steinmetz, “The
First Genocide of the Twentieth Century and its Postcolonial Afterlives: Germany and the Namibian
Ovaherero,” Journal of the International Institute 12, no. 2 (Winter 2005),
http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.4750978.0012.201; Andi Zimmerman, Anthropology and Antihumanism in
Imperial Germany (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001); and Jürgen Zimmerer and Joachim
Zeller, Genocide in German South-West Africa: The Colonial War of 1904–1908 and Its Aftermath, trans.
E. J. Neather (Monmouth, Wales: Merlin Press, 2008).
12

Steinmetz, “The First Genocide of the Twentieth Century and its Postcolonial Afterlives,” n.p.

13

Zimmerman, Anthropology and Antihumanism in Imperial Germany, 245.

Discussions concerning the “primitive” and its relationship to Western art has expanded considerably
following the controversial 1984 exhibition on the subject at the Museum of Modern Art. William Rubin,
ed., “Primitivism” in Twentieth-Century Art: Affinity of the Tribal and the Modern (New York: Museum of
Modern Art, 1984). Additional studies of primitivism include Francis S. Connelly, The Sleep of Reason:
Primitivism in Modern European Art and Aesthetics, 1725–1907 (University Park, PA: Penn State
University Press, 1995); Robert Goldwater, Primitivism in Modern Art (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press,
1986; E. H. Gombrich, The Preference for the Primitive: Episodes in the History of Western Taste and Art
(London: Phaidon, 2002); Charles Harrison, Frances Frascina, and Gillian Perry, Primitivism, Cubism,
Abstraction: The Early Twentieth Century (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1993); Colin Rhodes,
Primitivism and Modern Art (London: Thames and Hudson, 1994); Marianne Torgovnick, Gone Primitive:
14
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least to the Renaissance and spawned by European expansion and the cultural give-and-take of
international trade, this phenomenon took form in the 1860s-1880s with Japonisme, which
manifested itself in European architecture and interiors through the application of modularity,
abstraction, horizontal emphasis, cantilevered overhangs, and motifs like space-dividing walls
and room-dividing screens. The nineteenth century and early twentieth also saw the fashion for
all things “oriental,” inspired by a fantasy image of the Islamic world, explored in the visual and
applied arts in Europe and the United States.
Another well-recognized source of inspiration for European avant-garde artists is tribal
art, in particular during the first decade of the twentieth-century, the period during which Mies
was undertaking his first autonomous architectural commission, the Riehl House of 1906-7.
Artists including Pablo Picasso in France and German Expressionist artists like Ernst-Ludwig
Kirchner and Paula Modersohn-Becker appropriated freely from traditional cultures in Africa and
other non-Western sources to invigorate their own art. They formed artist groups like Die Brücke
and other avant-garde associations that defied convention, retreating from urban centers and
celebrating nudism and free love as part of their unorthodox lifestyle. Picasso’s groundbreaking
Les Demoiselles d’Avignon of 1907 reinterpreted nineteenth-century academic paintings of the
oriental odalisque in a thoroughly modern way, inflected with the presence of various tribal art
forms, in an interior radically re-imagined both in terms of space and subject matter. 15 Kirchner,

Savage Intellects, Modern Lives (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990); Jack Flam and Miriam
Deutsche, eds., Primitivism and Twentieth-Century Art (Berkeley: University of California Pres, 2003).
On Orientalism in architecture and design, see Ariane Varela Braga and Francine Giese, eds.,
The Myth of the Orient: Architecture and Ornament in the Age of Orientalism (Bern: Peter Lange, 2016);
Mark Crinson, Empire Building: Orientalism and Victorian Architecture (London: Routledge, 1996); and
John M. MacKenzie, Orientalism: History, Theory, and the Arts (Manchester: Manchester University
Press, 1995). For an in-depth analysis of Orientalism in Germany, see Suzanne L. Marchand, German
Orientalism in the Age of Empire: Religion, Race, and Scholarship (Washington, DC: German Historical
Institute, 2009).
15 Fritz Neumeyer cites Picasso and Gauguin’s 1914 “primitivizing exemplary prototypes” as available for
assimilation; see Neumeyer, The Artless Word, 128. On Picasso’s seminal work, see, for example, Jean
Clair, ed., Picasso Erotique (Munich: Prestel, 2001); Wayne V. Anderson, Picasso’s Brothel: Les
Demoiselles d’Avignon (New York: Other Press, 2002); William S. Rubin, Les Demoiselles d’Avignon
(New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1994); and Christopher Green, ed., Picasso’s Les Demoiselles
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too, often channeled the exotic and the primitive in his paintings; Self-Portrait With Model (1910)
also references tribal art in an interior space defined by a boldly patterned room dividing screen
or curtain. Just as these radical depictions closed the curtain on the Renaissance tradition, they
parted it to reveal the potential of the erotic and the primitive to communicate the complexities of
the modern world. 16
For the general public, the great European expositions served up carefully curated
representations of exotic foreign cultures for the first time, along with western architects’ and
designers’ appropriations of those cultures in the form of hybrid design forms. 17 From the 1851
Great Exposition at the Crystal Palace in London, to the Berliner Gewerbe-Ausstellung (Berlin
Trade Exposition), 1896 which included sections titled “German Colonial Exhibition and “Special
Exhibition Cairo,” to the 1925 Exposition internationale des Arts décoratifs et industriels
modernes (International Exhibition of Modern Decorative and Industrial Arts, the so-called “Art
Deco fair”) and 1931 Exposition coloniale internationale (International Colonial Exhibition) in
Paris, the Colonial gaze, directed at the subjugated Other, was reinforced by the design objects

d’Avignon (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001). On Picasso and spatial issues, see
Christopher Green, Picasso: Architecture and Vertigo (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2005).
16 On Kirchner, see Katharina Beisiegel, ed., Ernst Ludwig Kirchner: Imaginary Travels (Munich: Prestel,
2018), Lucius Grisebach, Ernst Ludwig Kirchner (Cologne: DuMont, 2009); Doris Hansmann, Ernst
Ludwig Kirchner (Paris: Éditions Place des Victoires, 2018); Eberhard W. Kornfeld, Ernst Ludwig
Kirchner: Nachzeichnung seines Lebens, Katalog der Sammlung von Werken von Ernst Ludwig Kirchner
im Kirchner-Haus Davos (Bern: Kornfeld, 1979); Pamela Kort, Ernst Ludwig Kirchner: Berlin Street Scene
(New York: Neue Galerie, 2008); Felix Krämer, Kirchner (Stuttgart: Hatje Cantz, 2010); Jill Lloyd and
Magdalena M. Moeller, eds., Ernst Ludwig Kirchner: The Dresden and Berlin Years (London: Royal
Academy, 2003); and Deborah Wye, Kirchner and the Berlin Street (New York: Museum of Modern Art,
2008).

On the European expositions, see for examples, Alexander C. T. Geppert, Fleeting Cities: Imperial
Expositions in Fin-de-Siècle Europe (London: Pallgrave Macmillan, 2010). On the 1896 Berlin Colonial
Exhibition, see Jeremy Ainsley, Designing Modern Germany (London: Reaktion, 2009), 34–37; Wallis
Miller, “Cultures of Display: Exhibiting Architecture in Berlin, 1880–1931,” in Architecture and Authorship,
ed. Tim Anstey, Katja Grillner, and Rolf Hughes (London: Black Dog, 2007), 98–107; and Osayimwese,
Colonialism and Modern Architecture in Germany, 21–60. See also Berliner Gewerbeausstellung 1896,
Offizieller Haupt-Katalog der Berliner Gewerbe-Ausstellung 1896 (Berlin: Mosse, 1896), https://nbnresolving.de/urn:nbn:de:kobv:109-1-15363866, accessed August 14, 2021. On the 1931 Paris Colonial
Exposition, see Patricia Morton, Hybrid Modernities: Architecture and Representation at the 1931 Colonial
Exposition, Paris (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2000).
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on display, which were intended to communicate national pride and European racial superiority.
Depictions of the casbah and the harem along with belly dancers, odalisques, and other
Orientalist subjects that were popular subjects in European academic painting trickled down to
the modern postcard industry of the turn of the century, as Zeynep Çelik has noted, and colonial
cinema of the 1920s and 1930s furthered these tropes. 18
European theorists, too, debated the potential power of the exotic and primitive; most
notably, Adolf Loos’s influential essay “Ornament and Crime” of 1908, already discussed,
invoked the primitive in its critique of ornament in contemporary architecture and design. In
Germany, Wilhelm’s Worringer’s highly-influential Abstraktion und Einfühlung (Abstraction and
Empathy), previously mentioned, appeared the same year. Originally Worringer’s doctoral
dissertation, Abstraktion und Einfühlung urged contemporary European artists toward a quest
for the essential, the elemental, and the primitive as embodied in the abstracted forms of nonwestern cultures and became an important milestone in the development of German
Expressionism. The book offered, as Rose-Carol Washton Long has argued, an antidote to the
European classical tradition, and emphasized the metaphysical and the anti-naturalistic, forming
a cornerstone for the development of expressionist and abstract art. 19 German architects, too,
18 Zeynep Çelik, “Gendered Spaces in Colonial Algiers,” in Diana Agrest, Patricia Conway, and Leslie
Kanes Weisman, eds., The Sex of Architecture (New York: Abrams, 1996), 131–32. See also Langbehn,
German Colonialism, Visual Culture, and Modern Memory.

For a thorough discussion of the position of Worringer’s writings within the development of the
movement, see Rose-Carol Washton Long, ed., German Expressionism: Documents from the End of the
Wilhelmine Empire to the Rise of National Socialism (New York: G. K. Hall, 1992). See also Zeynep
Çelik Alexander, “Metrics of Experience: August Endell’s Phenomenology of Architecture,” Grey Room 40
(2010): 50–83, doi: https://doi.org/10.1162/GREY_a_00005; Mitchell G. Ash, Gestalt Psychology in
German Culture 1890–1967: Holism and the Quest for Objectivity (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1995); Robin Curtis and Gertrude Koch, eds., Einfühlung: Zu Geschichte und Gegenwart eines
ästhetischen Konzepts (Munich: Fink Wilhelm, 2009); Mark Jarzombek, The Psychologizing of Modernity:
Art, Architecture, and History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 37–72; Juliet Koss, “On
the Limits of Empathy,” Art Bulletin 88 (2006): 139–57; Harry F. Mallgrave and Eleftherios Ikonomou,
“Introduction,” in Empathy, Form, and Space: Problems in German Aesthetics, 1873–1893 (Santa
Monica: Getty Center for the History of Art and the Humanities, 1994), 57–66; Andrea Pinotti, “BodyBuilding: August Schmarsow’s Kunstwissenschaft Between Psychophysiology and Phenomenology,”
in German Art History and Scientific Thought: Beyond Formalism, ed. Mitchell B. Frank and Daniel Adler
(Abingdon-on-Thames: Routledge, 2012), 13–31.
19
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heeded the call; as discussed in chapter two, inspired by the visionary writings of Paul
Scheerbart, the group of avant garde architects around Bruno Taut pursued an Expressionist
vision in the years leading up to and during the first World War. Mies, too, was engaged, albeit
briefly, with these concerns; as Bletter has pointed out, Mies published his work for the first time
in the Expressionist journal Frühlicht, edited by Bruno Taut. 20 Mies’s unbuilt glass and steel
skyscraper project, created for the Berlin Friedrichstrasse design competition, is regarded as an
Expressionist masterpiece; his no-longer-extent Monument to the November Revolution, BerlinLichtenberg, 1926, which memorialized the martyrs of the 1918-1919 Spartacist Revolt, Karl
Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg, also bears significant Expressionist tendencies. 21 In short, the
primitive was everywhere.

Conflicted Modernisms: Mies, Reich and Art Deco
Worringer’s conflation of the primitive, the expressionist, and the abstract bears
reexamination, as it offers a new direction in the interpretation of Mies’s and Reich’s interior
designs, one that relates them to the contemporary taste for the decorative and the primitive as
seen in the Art Deco designs of renowned French architect/designers like Émile-Jacques
Ruhlmann (1879–1933) and to many of his French and German design colleagues. 22 This

Rosemarie Bletter, “Mies and Dark Transparency,” in Mies in Berlin, ed. Terence Riley and Barry
Bergdoll (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2001), 350.
20

21 On the Friedrichstrasse Skyscraper Project, see Bletter, “Mies and Dark Transparency,” 353. On the
Monument to the November Revolution, see Dietrich Neumann, “Friedrichstrasse Skyscraper Project,
Berlin-Mitte, 1921,” in Riley and Bergdoll, Mies in Berlin, 180–83. On the Monument to the November
Revolution, see Katherine Howe, “Monument to the November Revolution, Berlin-Lichtenberg, 1926,” in
Riley and Bergdoll, Mies in Berlin, 218-19.

22 Irish-born French architect and designer Eileen Gray, for example, consistently tapped into the tropes
of the exotic and the primitive in interiors and furnishings typically referred to as Art Deco in style.
However, it is generally her more reductive designs that are included in the modernist canon, like her
celebrated house E1027, rather than the more “decorative” objects consisting of expensive, exotic
materials and bold animal patterns. Alastair Duncan articulates the tension between canonical modern
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comparison may at first seem tenuous and even blasphemous; indeed, Mies himself was vocal
in decrying the popular style. 23
Art Deco as a design aesthetic was showcased at the highly influential 1925
International Exhibition of Modern Decorative and Industrial Arts, an international forum for
modern architecture and design held in Paris. 24 While it included twenty countries, it highlighted
French architecture and design; Germany did not participate, due to post-WWI tensions when
the fair was first being planned. 25 The 1925 Paris fair popularized Art Deco internationally, and
its impact was keenly felt in Germany, although German Art Deco design is largely absent from
the canon of architectural modernism, particularly in the United States, subsumed by the
celebrated high modernism of the Neues Bauen and the Bauhaus. Pointing to the international
give and take between German and French design production, interior design historian Anne
Massey has argued that French Art Deco “was conceived in response to the challenge of
rational, functional, Austro-German design, perceived as masculine, and was identified with
frivolity, irrationality, and ‘mere’ decoration, regarded as feminine, a gender stereotype inherent
in Western culture.” 26 Considering Philip Johnson’s description of Mies as “a decorator in the
best sense,” these French Art Deco tendencies were the cause of considerable anxiety by 1932,
design and Gray’s oeuvre: “Her style, original and therefore difficult to categorize, was a pastiche of Far
Eastern and French influences well in advance of her contemporaries. She rejected the past, and later
vehemently denied any kinship with the Art Deco movement, which she saw as based on retrospective
tendencies.” Alastair Duncan, Art Deco Furniture: The French Designers (London: Thames and Hudson,
1984), 97. For a critical discussion of Eileen Gray, see Caroline Constant and Wilfried Wang, eds., Eileen
Gray: An Architecture for All Senses (Tübingen: Wasmuth, 1996); Caroline Constant, Eileen Gray
(London: Phaidon, 2000); Lynn Walter, “Architecture and Reputation: Eileen Gray, Gender, and
Modernism,” in Women’s Places: Architecture and Design, 1860-1960, ed. Brenda Martin and Penny
Sparke (London: Routledge, 2003), 87–112; and Cloe Pitiot and Nina Stritzler-Levine, eds., Eileen Gray
(New York: Bard Graduate Center, 2020).
Helmut Reuter, “Toward Modern Living,” in Mies and Modern Living: Interiors, Furniture, Photography,
ed. Helmut Reuter and Birgit Schulte (Ostfildern : Hatje Cantz, 2009), 16, 21n37.
23

On the 1925 Art Deco exposition, see Rosemarie Haag Bletter and Cervin Robinson, Skyscraper Style:
Art Deco New York (New York: Oxford University Press, 1975), 39, 44-48.
24
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Bletter and Robinson, Skyscraper Style; Art Deco New York, 44.
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Massey, Interior Design of the Twentieth Century, 96.
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as Johnson and Hitchcock’s canon-forming definition of modern architecture was formed. 27
What Johnson found problematic with Art Deco: its historicism, use of imagery, and ornamental
qualities, was all on display at the 1925 fair. Mies’s oeuvre seems far removed from such
“feminine,” decorative excesses (and closer in spirit to Le Corbusier’s Pavilion d’Esprit Nouveau
and Konstantin Melnikov’s Pavilion of the Soviet Union, two radically modernist pavilions also
shown at the fair), but in fact, an examination of a selection of interior designs of Mies’s
contemporaries, French and German, in comparison with Mies and Reich’s interior furnishings
yields illuminating parallels.
Notable in the design aesthetic at the 1925 Art Deco exposition was an interest in nonwestern materials, forms and motifs, which paralleled the investigations of French and German
avant-garde artists connected to movements like Cubism and Expressionism. 28 Émile-Jacques
Ruhlmann’s pavilion at the 1925 fair, for example, showcased fabulously virtuosic hand-crafted
furnishings rendered in rare and exotic media like palisander, galuchat (sharkskin, also known
as “shagreen”), and ivory [FIG. 5.1]. Although less overtly problematic than the common
practice at European expositions of exhibiting living representatives of exotic foreign cultures as
anthropological curiosities put on display at European Expositions like human zoo animals, this
appropriation of materials from foreign lands must nonetheless be understood in the context of

Philip Johnson’s personal politics must be mentioned here, in relation to the issue of racism and white
supremacy. Johnson’s well-recorded (yet mostly suppressed in architectural discourse until recent years)
and reprehensible foray into fascist ideology and admiration for the Nazi party and its particular aesthetic
has been recently analyzed, most notably in Mark Lamster, The Man in the Glass House: Philip Johnson,
Architect of the Twentieth Century (New York: Little, Brown, 2018).
27

As previously mentioned, it is only recently that the Museum of Modern Art has decided to reexamine its
ongoing refusal to exhibit Art Deco designs and has begun expanding its presentation of 1920s modern
design to include works that may be characterized as Art Deco. See Robin Pogrebin, "The Modem
Announces New Architecture Curator,” New York Times, June 21, 2006. Included in the works displayed
from the permanent collection after MoMA’s 2019 post-expansion reopening, for example, was Heinz
Schulz-Neudamm’s 1926 lithographic poster for the film Metropolis, a design that stylistically fits into
German Expressionism as well as the contemporary fashion for Art Deco.
28

Massey, Interior Design of the Twentieth Century, 94.
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French Colonialism. 29 Other forms of exoticism evident in Art Deco design motifs were derived
from ancient Egypt (the result of the discovery of the spectacular tomb of King Tutankhamun in
1922) and from the “oriental” Near and Middle East. The prevalence of exotic materials
displayed at the European design expositions and published in contemporary periodicals attests
to the fact that the trope of the Primitive was alive and thriving in fashionable interior design and
decoration.
Six years after the Art Deco fair, the 1931 Exposition Colonial in Paris once again
featured Ruhlmann’s extravagant interior designs, which extolled the exotic aspects of colonized
cultures through their forms and materials while underscoring French imperialism and white
hegemony [FIG. 5.2]. 30 Typical promotion of these ideals is seen in a poster designed by Jules
Isnard Dransy which features the 1931 exposition and depicts an image of the stereotypical,
sexualized female Other in the form of a Josephine Baker-like figure [FIG. 5.3]. Representing
France’s colonies, she pushes back a blue curtain to reveal the exotic forms of the fair’s
pavilions. The iconography of the curtain suggests an erotic unveiling of the body of the
gendered primitive exposed to the Western, male gaze is a troubling metaphor for the European
colonial project.
Modernism’s Thin Veneer: Mies, Reich, and the Use of Exotic Materials

29 See, for example, Julia Kostova, “Spectacles of Modernity: Anxiety and Contradiction at the Interwar
Paris Fairs of 1925, 1931 and 1937,” PhD diss., State University of New Jersey, 2011.

Laura Sextro analyzes the central role of exotic woods through the lens of French Colonialism in
modern French interior design. Sextro’s argument that exotic wood from the French colonials inspired the
form of modern French furniture could also be applied to the furniture designs of Mies and Reich. See
Laura Sextro, “Promoting the Colonial Empire Through French Interior Design,” in Oriental Interiors:
Design, Identity, Space, ed. John Plotkin (London and New York: Bloomsbury, 2015), 200. See also
Romy Golan, Modernity and Nostalgia: Art and Politics in France Between the Wars (New Haven, CT:
Yale University Press, 1995). On Ruhlmann, see Emmanuel Bréon and Emile-Jacques Ruhlmann,
Jacques-Emile Ruhlmann: The Designer's Archives (Paris: Flammarion, 2004); and Rosalind Pepall and
Emmanuel Breon, Ruhlmann: Genius of Art Deco (Paris: Somogy Editions D'Art, 2004).
30
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Mies’s and Reich’s domestic interiors follow the trend in contemporary interior decoration
for exotic materials which included zebrawood and palisander 31 with their bold, striped patterns
and contrasting colors reminiscent of exotic animals from Africa or Asia. These woods were
costly and stylish choices for fine furniture construction in the 1920s and 1930s, and are
endangered species today. Another material popular with Art Deco designers is macassar (as
mentioned earlier, it is a type of ebony named for the region of Makassar on the island of
Celebes, Indonesia), 32 which, as we have seen, was also favored by Mies and Reich in their
interiors, in furniture design as well as for wall treatments and even exterior doors [FIG. 2.9;
FIG. 2.10; FIG. 5.4; FIG. 5.5; FIG. 5.6; FIG. 5.7; FIG. 5.8]. As we have seen, the curved dining
area partition wall in the Tugendhat House was sheathed in costly macassar [FIG. 2.13; FIG.
2.14]. It is telling that, according to Grete Tugendhat, Mies traveled directly to Paris, the center
of the Art Deco universe, to purchase macassar, in order to secure pieces large enough to
seamlessly cover the curved partition wall. 33
This aspect of Mies’s and Reich’s appropriation of the primitive could justifiably be
considered the most superficial, since its use was partly a response to the vagaries of fashion,
Palisander (Dalbergia nigra), also known as Brazilian rosewood, is a highly decorative, tropical
hardwood prized for its distinctive, linear grain patters and rich color ranging from brown to violet-brown to
black. Another type of rosewood, Dalbergia latifolia, is also referred to as palisander; this species is found
in India and is also referred to as “Indian rosewood” or “Bombay blackwood.” Darker in color than
Brazilian rosewood, it is also characterized by its richly-patterned grain and deep color ranging from
brown to violet-brown to black. Both are currently endangered species due to the chronic overharvesting
of rainforest timber. See Albert Jackson, David Day, and Simon Jennings, The Complete Manual of
Woodworking: A Detailed Guide to Design, Techniques, and Tools for the Beginner and Expert (New
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1989), 27–28.
31

32 Indonesia was a territory of Germany’s neighbor the Netherlands (Dutch East Indies) until 1949,
and the European trade in this rare wood constituted a portion of the bounty of colonialism. On Dutch
Colonialism, see Frances Gouda, Dutch Culture Overseas: Colonial Practice in the Netherlands Indies
1900–1942 (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press 1995); and Elsbeth Locher-Scholten, Sumatran
Sultanate and Colonial State: Jambi and the Rise of Dutch Imperialism, 1830–1907, trans. Beverley
Jackson (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Southeast Asia Program, 2004).
33 Grete Tugendhat, “On the Construction of the Tugendhat House,” in Haus Tugendhat: Ludwig Mies van
der Rohe, ed. Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat, Ivo Hammer, and Wolf Tegethoff, 3rd ed. (Basel: Birkhäuser,
2020), 20. For further discussion of Mies’s use of veneers and the luxury they embodied, see ZI Research
Group, “Mies van der Rohe’s Desks,” in Reuter and Schulte, Mies and Modern Living, 129. See also
Schuldenfrei, Luxury and Modernism, 157–222.
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and because it lies literally on the surface: as previously noted, these exotic materials were
utilized as veneers – as thin layers applied on top of other, less precious materials. 34 This
seems to run counter to the modernist tenet that objects should have material integrity, flying in
the face of the modern design ethics of Wohnreform that trace their origins to nineteenthcentury British design reform and the Arts and Crafts movement. It is a fact that woods like
macassar and palisander are most often used as veneers due to their scarcity and prohibitive
cost, but why not simply use an “honest” choice of solid wood? The answer, it seems, is that
Mies and Reich desired both effects: a decorative and exotic effect which is obtained through
the use of bold patterns and materials evocative of “primitive” cultures, and one which clearly
communicates a message of rarity and great expense.
Even the celebrated onyx partition wall in the Tugendhat House came from the French
colony of Morocco, where it was quarried in the Atlas Mountains; Grete Tugendhat recalled that
Mies took pains overseeing the cutting and assembling of the stone slabs. 35 Mies’s comment
that the veined, honey-colored onyx reminded him of "the color of a young girl's hair, honey
yellow with white strands" further problematizes the ostensibly abstract nature of his design
productions. 36 This description of the onyx material is implicated in a gendered mash up of the
Orientalist and the decorative, and recalls Le Corbusier’s fascination with Orientalism as

Subsequent to the defense of this dissertation, Robin Schuldenfrei has also argued this point; see
Schuldenfrei, Luxury and Modernism, 185, 203. Schuldenfrei also discusses the decorative in Mies’s and
Reich’s interiors; see Schuldenfrei, Luxury and Ornament, 157–222.
34

35 Tugendhat, “On the Construction of the Tugendhat House,” 20. Consisting of five seven-centimeterthick slabs, the stone is specifically aragonite sediment (calcium carbonate). Dušan Riedl,
The Villa of the Tugendhats, Created by Ludwig Mies van der Rohe in Brno, trans. Tony Long, Ota Brídl,

and Irma Charvátova, rev. ed. (Brno: Heritage Institute, 1997), 32; and “The Materials,” Villa Tugendhat,
https://www.tugendhat.eu/en/about-the-house/dum/, accessed August 3, 2021.
36 Quoted in Tegethoff, "The Tugendhat 'Villa': A Modern Residence in Turbulent Times," in Haus
Tugendhat: Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, ed. Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat, Ivo Hammer, and Wolf
Tegethoff, 3rd ed. (Basel: Birkhäuser, 2020), 116.
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illustrated in his designs for Algiers and other projects. 37 The mixing together of such stronglyarticulated woods with other distinctively ornamental surfaces like the onyx wall or the oriental
rugs in Mies’s and Reich’s interiors resulted in a vibrant oscillation of contrasting decorative
patterns and textures against the white walls, floor and ceiling, creating a lively mélange [FIG.
2.6; FIG. 2.8; FIG. 2.10; FIG. 5.6]. 38
Might Mies’s Weimar oeuvre, in addition to very likely having been a response on Mies’s
part to Le Corbusier’s work (particularly his 1925 Pavilion d’Esprit Nouveau), constitute a
process of subtle subterfuge, a response to the 1925 French “call for the decorative” while still
managing to appear rational, objective, timeless and above the whims of mere fashion―of
being elegantly reductive and perhaps even decorative, but in a German, more “masculine”
way, i.e., not French? Clearly when compared with more overtly decorative and primitivising
interiors of the 1920s, like those of Ruhlmann, for example, Mies’s and Reich’s work appears
radically reductive and abstract. Ruhlmann’s contemporaneous design for an office exhibited at
the Exposition Coloniale, Paris (mentioned earlier), to cite a particularly egregious example,
exploits both form and content for maximum effect, with its use of exotic materials and
patronizing images of colorful, “primitive locals” reduced to a two-dimensional wallpaper pattern
[FIG. 5.9]. In this case, racist tropes popular in French Orientalist art of the late nineteenth and
early twentieth century continue to appear in fashionable interior décor, promoting the French

37 For a postcolonialist analysis of Le Corbusier’s pursuit of the exotic, the oriental, and the primitive, see
Zeynep Çelik, “Le Corbusier, Orientalism, Colonialism,” Assemblage, no. 17 (April 1992): 58–77; and
Çelik, “Gendered Spaces in Colonial Algiers, ”127–40.

Wallis Miller carefully considers the experiential qualities of Mies’s and Reich’s use of richly patterned
furniture and other materials, framing her essay on their collaborative exhibition designs with a discussion
of aesthetic perception and artistic intent. For example, Miller points out the way Mies and Reich
engineered the reflective effects of space-dividing glass panels in the Glass Room in concert with the
veneer patterns and upholstery of their furnishings. See Wallis Miller, “Mies and Exhibitions,” in Riley and
Bergdoll, Mies in Berlin, 338–49. Schuldenfrei considers these effects in detail; see in particular
Schuldenfrei, Luxury and Modernism, 157–222.
38
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colonial project while at the same time celebrating the supremacy of French design and craft
virtuosity just as the influential 1925 exhibition in Paris had done. 39
While this comparison between Mies and Art Deco may seem capricious, in fact it is
anything but arbitrary. The idea that their respective aesthetic approaches were at polar
opposites of the design spectrum, a viewpoint that is sacrosanct in the canon of architectural
modernism promoted as the International Style, requires serious reassessment. Might Mies’s
and Reich’s subtle primitivizing gestures in the domestic interior be understood as both a nod to
contemporary high-fashion Art Deco interiors and also as a stab at Adolf Loos’s injunction
against ornament as well as a reaction against his critique of “primitive” urges?
Mies’s and Reich’s application of the tropes of the exotic and the primitive was
shared by other German architects and designers. The fashion for exotic woods in Weimar
Germany is clear in the number of examples illustrated in contemporary shelter magazines like
Das Schöne Heim (The Beautiful Home, or, House Beautiful). One such example, included in
the periodical’s October, 1929 issue, is a three-shelf plant stand by Mies’s and Reich’s
contemporary, German architect and designer Fritz August Breuhaus de Groot (1883-1960)
manufactured by the Vereinigte Werkstätten, Munich; featuring dynamically curved legs and an
extravagantly-striped, exotic wood veneer, probably macassar, this design is typical of the
mainstream Art Deco style [5.10]. 40 This German cousin of Mies’s and Reich’s furnishings, while
its contours communicate mainstream Art Deco style (“modernistic,” to Philip Johnson), is
nonetheless without any applied, historicist ornament (short of its veneer), and constitutes a notso-distant relative. The ubiquity of such mainstream Art Deco designs in Germany begs the
As Julia Kostova has argued, in 1931 this Colonialist propaganda went hand in hand with France’s
difficulties managing its colonial holdings in Morocco, Algeria, Western and Central Africa, and Indochina.
See Kostova, “Spectacles of Modernity,” 169.
39

40 K. J. Fischer, “Eigenheim und Blumenschmuck,” Das Schöne Heim 33, no. 2 (October 1929): 29. On
Fritz August Breuhaus de Groote, see Elisabeth Schmidle, Fritz August Breuhaus 1883-1960: Kultivierte
Sachlichkeit (Tübingen: Wasmuth, 2006).
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question whether Mies and Reich are responding as much to this stylish trend as they are to the
rigorous orthodoxy of the Neues Bauen.

Mies and the Primitive Within
The primitive has long been recognized as a formative element in the development of
Mies’s approach to architecture. Fritz Neumeyer in particular has discussed the topic at length,
positioning it vis-à-vis Mies’s search for the essential origins of architecture via the structural
model of the primitive hut, a preoccupation upon which Mies elaborated in his written
statements and public speeches. Neumeyer makes a compelling argument for the source for
what might be called Mies’s “inner primitive”: the 1923 book Das unbekannte Afrika (The
Unknown Africa), written by German explorer/anthropologist Leo Frobenius after his visits to the
African continent. Neumeyer informs us that Frobenius was a visitor to Haus Riehl in 1913 41 and
that his book enjoyed pride of place in Mies’s office, on his drawing table. It was permanently
displayed along with the 1878 publication of Schinkel’s drawings, Sommerresidenz des
russischen Zaren in Orianda auf der Krim (Summer Residence of the Russian Tsar in the
Crimea) that illustrated the unexecuted design for Orianda, already mentioned, thus
communicating the strong impact of Schinkel’s Romantic Classicism on Mies. 42 What specific
effects, we might ask, did Frobenius’s colonialist explanations of various “primitive” African
cultures have on Mies’s interiors, considering how important they were, according to Neumeyer,
to Mies? 43
For Neumeyer, the legacy of the primitive lies in its articulation of the pure, fundamental,
archetypal elements of construction: the concept of the primitive hut explored by Abbé Laugier
Fritz Neumeyer, “Mies’s First Project: Revisiting the Atmosphere at Klösterli,” in Riley and Bergdoll,
Mies in Berlin, 314, 378n37.
41

42

Neumeyer, The Artless Word, 129. 361-2n56.

43

Neumeyer, “Mies’s First Project, 378n37.
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in the eighteenth century, and this reading has become a key component of the canonical
interpretation of Mies’s “primitive.” In The Artless Word Neumeyer declares:
The way to the new art was to be found in simplicity, in the primitive. The art
promise discussed by [Karl] Scheffler was articulated by Adolf Behne in 1917
when he turned against any sort of pseudo-art and taste-mongering with the
sentence ‘Understand the primitive in life, then art will arise on the horizon.’ One
could almost say the same of the belief in the intrinsic and in basic construction
held by Mies. Raised to archetypal status and thus standing beyond any
historical form, with its simple and typical traits arising only out of the meaningful
and essential, tectonic composition found its contemporary expression in the
steel skeleton. 44
Neumeyer locates within Mies’s celebration of industrial forms and processes like raw steel
construction an aesthetic metaphor referring to the primordial, the essential, and the primitive,
proclaiming that “Mies copied the Laugerian native hut for the twentieth century.” 45 Neumeyer
discusses Mies’s use of the “skin and bone structure” in terms of Semper’s Bekleidungstheorie
(discussed in a previous chapter) and likens the power of primitive structure to that which
inspired avant-garde artists like Picasso and Gauguin; in architecture as in art, the primitive
offered Europeans a meaningful alternative to the to the classical tradition. 46
Mies’s celebrated quest to achieve an architecture of universality is inextricably linked to
these preoccupations. But, as Wolf Tegethoff has pointed out, there is a paradox in Mies’s
search to define an elemental, “universal” architecture; Tegethoff argues that “since this
definition, in spite of his yearning for ‘universal truth,’ had by its very nature to be an extremely
personal one.” 47 Judith Butler’s critique of the concept of universality is also of use here; Butler

44

Neumeyer, The Artless Word, 116.

45

Neumeyer, The Artless Word, 129.

Neumeyer, The Artless Word, 128. Neumeyer (119–21, 360n27) also reminds us of the importance of
the metaphor of the primitive hut for Le Corbusier: in Vers une architecture, Le Corbusier celebrates a
series of engineering designs, including automobiles, ocean liners, and factories, as well as the “primitive
temple” in the form of the tent. As Neumeyer further explains, Mies owned German-language and Frenchlanguage editions of this publication.
46

Wolf Tegethoff, “From Obscurity to Maturity: Mies van der Rohe’s Breakthrough to Modernism,” in
Franz Schultz, Mies van der Rohe: Critical Essays, rev. ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2014),
77. See also Wolf Tegethoff, Mies van der Rohe: The Villas and Country Houses, trans. Russell M.
47
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theorizes the notion of universality as a condition that precludes the possibility of a diversity of
identities, ultimately resulting in, as she puts it, the “‘empty and ineradicable place’ of
universality itself.” 48 To paraphrase Butler, in such a rarified conceptual space, there is “no there
there.” Despite Mies’s conscious and vocal attempts, however, to clean house, to purge the
specter of the extraneous, the representational, and the decorative from his architecture in order
to achieve the perfection of universal truth, his (and Reich’s) interiors betray their vestiges. The
echoes of bodily traces are embedded in the specific forms of their architecture and interior
furnishings: both the fit, ideal, perhaps nude body of the Weimar inhabitant, along with the
hidden, taboo body of the exotic, primitive Other.
Neumeyer’s explanation of Mies’s primitivism as constituting an appropriation of the
most honest, elemental, and primeval structural elements from the “primitive huts” of nonwestern cultures has been easily incorporated into modernist orthodoxy. But the connection
between the “bare bones”―the body―of the building and the notion of the primitive bears
reassessment in the context of our current discussion of the fabric space-dividing curtain
partition and its related form, the privacy screen, and their significance. Besides pointing to
Mies’s fascination with the African primitive, Neumeyer also discusses Mies’s appreciation for
other non-western cultures outside the classical tradition, examples of which, Neumeyer tells us,
Mies amassed in a personal slide collection. He made use of a selection of those slides in an
illustrated lecture presented on December 12, 1923, to a public meeting at the Berlin Arts and
Crafts Museum of the Berlin-Brandenburg District Bund Deutscher Architekten (Association of
German Architects). During his presentation, Mies offered some thoughts on some examples of
primitive dwellings, which included an Indian tent, a leaf hut, an Eskimo house and an Eskimo
Stockman (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1985), 104. Bergdoll, too, challenges the notion of Mies’s
devotion to the concept of universal space; see Bergdoll, “The Nature of Mies’s Space,” 84.
48 Judith Butler, “Restaging the Universal: Hegemony and the Limits of Formalism,” in Contingency,
Hegemony, and Universality: Contemporary Dialogues on the Left, ed. Judith Butler, Ernesto Laclau, and
Slavoj Žižek (London: Verso, 2000), 32.

299

summer tent, all in the form of illustrations culled from Frobenius’s book. In describing an
Eskimo dwelling, Mies emphasized, in addition to the walrus ribs that constituted the structural
system, the moss and sealskins used as walls. These materials, it could be argued, take an
abstracted, modern form in the luxurious texture of the velvet and silk curtains and the soft
leather of Mies’s and Reich’s interiors. Particularly significant for this discussion, Mies showed
his respect for the nomadic tent, which he admired as “light and transportable.” 49
Neumeyer’s sources were a collection of Mies’s notes for the lecture, as well as the
personal recollections of Sergius Ruegenberg (1903-1996), who worked in Mies’s architectural
atelier from 1925-1934, and Ruegenberg’s reminiscences are worth examining in the context of
this discussion. Ruegenberg had attended Mies’s lecture and stated later: “He showed the
heavy African mud roof on narrow wood supports; it was a model for Barcelona―the
construction of the pavilion. The onyx wall in the pavilion corresponded to the freestanding cult
wall that, detached from the ceiling, was the focal point of the African room.” 50 Neumeyer offers
an illustration of a “post and beam hut” from Frobenius[FIG. 5.11], 51 but does not provide any
further suggestions concerning illustrations in Frobenius that may have particularly resonated
with Mies. Might, for example, Frobenius’s Plate 95, an illustration of free-standing mud walls in
dwellings in the Sudan, with their colorful painted decorations, have been what Ruegenberg had
in mind for the “freestanding cult walls” which, he believed, had so influenced Mies’s wall of
onyx? Another illustration from Froebenius’s book, Plate 96 [FIG. 5.12], depicts two dwellings;
the one on the left, described by Froebenius as an “Ethiopian wood frame building with wall
construction of sewn mats and roof construction of pounded lime,” 52 would have fit nicely into
49

Neumeyer, The Artless Word, 118.

Sergius Ruegenberg, “Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, 1886–1969,” Deutsche Bauzeitung 103 (1969): 660,
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Leo Frobenius, Das Unbekannte Afrika. Aufhellung der Schicksale eines Erdteils (Munich: C. H.
Becksche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1923), pl. 96.
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Mies’s discussion. This particular image begs the question: would Mies have suspected that
“sewn walls” would later become a literal leitmotif of his own (and Reich’s) method of partitioning
interior space? Further, might there have been other influential images in the book, whose
importance has not been recognized, even by Mies himself?
It is possible that another, so far not discussed, illustrated page from Frobenius’s book
Unknown Africa lay open as inspiration on the drawing table―a page containing an image
equally provocative in terms of its potential ramifications for the interiors of Mies and Reich.
Viewed from the vantage point of European Colonialism, Plate 156 [FIG. 5.13] depicts a
quintessential “oriental” interior. In this photograph of a highly-ornamented interior of a North
African Islamic house in Cairo, hanging textiles serve both as decorative wall coverings and as
a functional portière. The flat, wall-installed fabrics hang on the same plane as the portière,
creating an effect which seems to dematerialize the “box” of the room, resulting in perceptual
slippage not unlike that in effect in Mies’s and Reich’s interiors, with their play of hard and soft
walls.
Conscious of the tensions inherent in the overlapping of the primitive and the decorative,
Mies indicated as much in his analysis of Fritz Höger’s overtly Expressionist Chile Haus in
Hamburg (1922-24). In a statement Mies wrote in his notebook, dated 1927-1928, Mies
declares: “Primitive oversolicitousness tends toward the decorative. . . . Regulation of
oversolicitiousness through technology. Highest effect rules out the decorative. Chile House is
like primitive technology. Quantity instead of quality.” 53 By the 1950s, however, Mies was
comfortable articulating the notion of the wild and potent primitive for his own purposes. In notes
for a lecture given in Chicago, Mies described the “building art” in terms of immanence and raw
power:

Mies van der Rohe, from unpublished notes to lectures, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe Papers, Library of
Congress, Washington, DC,, quoted in Neumeyer, The Artless Word, 273.
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Fulfillment and expression of something immanent. This may also be the reason
why the nineteenth century failed. Unsuspected and deep beneath all the
confused attempts of that time ran the quiet current of change, fed by forces of a
world that was intrinsically already different, and a jungle of new forms broke out.
Unusual and of wild power. 54
German Steamships, Tents, and the Fascination with the “Oriental”
Just as the fashion for the “primitive” as it was pursued by European artists and designers
inspired by tribal cultures in African and other non-Western locales was thoroughly permeated
by the implications of racial, national and gender-based imbalances of power during the period
of colonialism, the popularity of Orientalism as a western fantasy of the exotic “East” on
European art and design was equally fraught. In Wilhelmine Germany, the developing
international travel industry offered adventures to exotic destinations via German steamship
lines while promoting Orientalist stereotypes. With its romanticized image and exemplary
engineering, the ocean liner was a heavily loaded symbol in Germany. German travel posters
published by the steamship lines in the 1920s and ‘30s communicated the glamour and
adventure of ocean liner voyages, combining a fashionable Art Deco graphic design aesthetic
with Colonialist tropes [FIG. 5.14]. These advertisements promoted travel to far-flung places
including such “oriental” North African destinations like Egypt and Morocco. Even as late as
1956, as a German travel poster for the HAPAG (The Hamburg-Amerikanische PacketfahrtAktien-Gesellschaft or “Hamburg America Line”) by Hamburg artist Ottomar C.J. Anton
illustrates [FIG. 5.15], these tropes still abounded. 55 Mies had a personal connection to German
ocean liner design; as previously stated, Mies’s early mentor, Bruno Paul, was a celebrated
steamship interior designer, and was involved with various steamship commissions at the time
Mies was designing the Riehl House. In his 1923 slide lecture mentioned earlier, Mies
compared tribal huts with an example of modern engineering, the ocean liner, conflating the
Mies van der Rohe, lecture manuscript, quoted in Neumeyer, The Artless Word, 151.
On Anton, see Olaf Matthes and Carsten Prange, Hamburg und die HAPAG: Seefahrt im Plaket
(Hamburg: Museum für Hamburgische Geschichte, 2000).
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primitive and the high-tech. 56 As Neumeyer writes, Mies’s comparison relates these two
disparate design forms in terms of their elegant efficiency of function. What does not consider,
however, is the inextricable connection of the ocean liner not only to dreams of faraway
destinations, but also to the legacy of European Colonialism and notions of the exotic and the
“oriental,” nor does he elaborate upon its ramifications for Mies.
The preoccupation in late nineteenth century and early nineteenth century Germany with
exotic and “oriental” foreign lands found form in fashionably eclectic interior design, which was
imagined in terms of Western stereotypes replete with such titillating and taboo spaces as the
sultan’s harem. In analyzing the popularity of oriental art and design in Germany, Solmaz
Mohammadzadeh Kive has described what she calls the “Arabian Nights effect,” a trend kickstarted by John Tallis’s multivolume book about the 1851 London Great Exhibition in London,
discussed in an earlier chapter. 57 In Wilhelmine Germany, exhibitions of “oriental” art and
culture included the “Cairo” section of the Berlin Trade Exposition, 1896, which drew more than
two million visitors; it was followed by the 1904 exhibition at the Kaiser-Friedrich-Museum in
Berlin and the 1910 exhibition Meisterwerke Muhammedanisher Kunst (Masterpieces of Islamic
Art) held in Munich, which was one of the most influential public displays of its kind. 58
Pertinent to this discussion of Orientalism and its relationship to the modern interior is
the widespread influence in the German-speaking world in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth century of Austrian artist Hans Makart’s spectacularly scenographic Vienna atelier and
its eclectic interior décor [FIG. 5.16]. Reflecting the ideals of the British Aesthetic Movement,
this interior featured an astonishing assortment of interior furnishings and objects d’art arranged
56
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together in studied disarray; this included numerous examples from non-Western cultures,
including painted screens, African stringed instruments, ottomans, tiger skins, dried palm fronds,
peacock feathers, Chinese gongs, Egyptian baskets, and oriental carpets in a cultural stew of
epic proportions. Makart’s studio became a popular destination for the fashionable crowd,
serving as an elaborate stage set for parties and balls, and its interior design spawned the
Makartstil that became all the rage in fin-de-siècle Europe. 59 Citing an 1884 published account
written by Ludwig Hevesi, the Hungarian-born Viennese journalist and art critic, which
articulated the perceived effects of Makart’s interior, Eric Anderson describes the various
subjective responses conjured up by its design: “intoxication, hypnosis, religious rapture, or
erotic seduction.” 60 Such extreme décor, the critics argued, was potentially destabilizing and
could even lead to a loosening of social mores. This slippery slope was a highly gendered
discourse; according to Anderson: “Interior decoration, in other words, is to serve as a feminine
countermeasure to masculine work and work-related exhaustion, to the sort of mental condition
that would shortly afterward be diagnosed medically as neurasthenia.” 61
The craze for the oriental continued into the twentieth century, as evidenced in a
photograph circa 1926 of the interior of the eighty-room Herbertshof in Potsdam, Germany (c.
1914/15), attributed to architect Heinrich L. Dietz [FIG. 5.17]. Commissioned by banker and art
collector Herbert M. Gutmann, Herbertshof served as an opulent exhibition space for the
patron’s illustrious Asian art collection. The centerpiece of the house was a room named

Thomas Grey, “Wagner and the 'Makart Style’,” Cambridge Opera Journal 25, no. 3 (November 2013):
225–60. On the use of palms in the modern interior in the English-speaking world, see Penny Sparke,
“Paradise in the Parlor: Cozy Corners and Potted Palms in Western Interiors, 1880–1900,” in Potvin,
Oriental Interiors, 203–17.
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“Arabicum,” an extravagantly outfitted, vaulted space featuring historic wood paneling from a
house in Damascus. 62
While the orientalist connotations of the Herbertshof are clear, less immediately
recognizable are their echoes in Weimar-era architecture and design. Probably the most
noticeable of these traces in the interiors of Mies and Reich is the inclusion of inclusion of
“oriental” or “Persian” carpets, which consistently appear in period photographs. Seemingly
anathema to the reductive aesthetics of modern design as realized in the rarified spaces of the
Neues Bauen, in fact, such floor textiles enjoyed great popularity in the German bourgeois
German home from the nineteenth century right through the modern period, and continue to do
so. 63 A utilitarian addition to a domestic space, oriental carpets were part of a set of fashionable
interior furnishings that added a decorative touch of color and pattern, provided comfort
underfoot and, not least, served like other costly objects to attest to the owner’s taste,
sophistication and social class. There is more to the story, however, for like the mythical magic
carpets of old, they bear a considerable amount of orientalist baggage.
Weimar design periodicals are filled with photographs of rooms featuring oriental rugs,
illustrating once again the fact that the modern domestic interior was the site of a multiplicity of
contemporary and sometimes seemingly contradictory concerns. A photograph illustrating the
Herbert Gutmann was a banker of Jewish descent, and although his family had converted to
Protestantism, under Nazi persecution the family was forced to liquidate their art collection and eventually
lost the house. On the Herbertshof, see Simon Goodman, The Orpheus Clock: The Search for My
Family’s Art Treasures Stolen by the Nazis (New York: Schribner, 2015), 92–103; Jan Thomas Köhler
and Jan Maruhn, “…wie ein Fürst mit einer Schönheitsgalerie…” in Berliner Lebenswelten der zwanziger
Jahre: Bilter einer untergegangenen Kultur , ed. Jan Thomas Köhler, Jan Maruhn, and Nina Senger,
(Frankfurt: Eichborn, 1996), 68–69; Vivian J. Rheinheimer, Herbert M. Gutman: Bankier in Berlin, Bauherr
in Potsdam, Kunstsammler (Leipzig: Koehler and Amelang, 2007); and Thomas Tunsch, “Die syrische
Innenraumdekoration in der ehemaligen Villa Gutmann in Potsdam. Untersuchungen zur Herkunft und
Datierung,” Forschungen und Berichte 29/30 (January 1990): 129–47, DOI:10.2307/3881065.
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article “Welchen Fussboden Wähle ich für meine Wohnung?” (Which Floor Should I Choose for
My Home?) by Karl J. Fischer in the Weimar-era interiors publication Das Schöne Heim (“The
Beautiful Home” or “House Beautiful”), for example, simultaneously addresses and collapses
together a host of Weimar preoccupations: the modern interior, dynamic movement, the “New
Woman,” the equating of interior decoration and fashion with the feminine, the “do-it-yourself”
decorating mentality, the availability of new building materials and increased consumer choice
and finally, the pervasive popularity of the oriental rug. 64 The photo depicts a fashionable young
woman entering a room, attired in a short skirt, sleek pointed-toe, high-heeled, pointed-toe
shoes, and cloche hat atop her Bubikopf (bob haircut) [FIG. 5.18]. It seems that she is coming
home, perhaps from shopping or work, and the photograph captures her thoroughly modern
gesture that reveals the ability to engage in what is today referred to as “multitasking.” While
holding an umbrella and what may be her recent purchases, she simultaneously turns on the
light with her left elbow, managing all with a charming smile, as her elegantly-posed feet
prepare to tread on what appears to be a decorative Persian carpet. Ironically, while the article
discusses various possibilities for floor materials and their pros and cons in terms of beauty and
functionality, particularly with regard to issues of hygiene, including linoleum, which according to
the author, had only recently become an attractive choice, as well as wood (which the author
champions as being still the superior choice) no mention is made of carpets. This leads the
reader to the conclusion that the addition of rugs, especially oriental rugs, to the Weimar
domestic interior was so taken for granted that no mention is needed.

Something Underfoot: Oriental Carpets in the German Modern Interior
The importation of rugs from the East dates back at least to antiquity; according to A.G.
McKay, “oriental” rugs were incorporated into the Roman interior following the Roman
Karl J. Fischer, “Which Floor Should I Choose for My Home?” in Das Schöne Heim 33, no. 3
(November 1929), 85–86, 88.
64
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colonization of Hellenistic Asia and Ptolemaic Egypt. 65 This occurred at the same time that
mosaics became a popular form of interior decoration in elite homes, and often the influence of
woven rug patterns appears transformed in mosaic decoration. 66 With the explosion of interest
in “oriental” architecture following such early built landmarks as John Nash’s remodeling of the
Royal Pavilion at Brighton (1815–1823) as well as published studies of Islamic architecture and
design, including Owen Jones’s book Plans, Elevations, Sections and Details of the
Alhambra (1842–45) and his even more celebrated Grammar of Ornament (1856), by the
nineteenth century the “oriental” style had become just one of many choices within a period of
historicist eclecticism in Europe and the United States. 67
Later in the century, books like Julius Lessing’s Altorientalische Teppichmustern nach
Bildern und Originalen des XV-XVI Jahrhunderts (Historic Oriental Rug Designs from Paintings
and Originals of the 15th-16th Centuries) published in 1877, Alois Riegl’s 1891 Altorientalische
Teppiche (Historic Oriental Carpets), and Wilhelm von Bode’s 1902 Vorderasiatische
Knüpfteppich (Near Eastern Knotted Carpets) familiarized the German readership with various
types and patterns of oriental carpets. 68 Curator of textiles at the Vienna Museum für Kunst und
Industrie (today the Museum für angewandte Kunst) from 1885 to 1897, Riegl presented to the
museum-going public in 1891 the largest exhibition of oriental carpets ever presented in Europe,
along with the accompanying publication. 69 The 1904 exhibition of Islamic art at the KaiserFriedrich-Museum in Berlin, already mentioned, featured Oriental carpets, which were displayed

65 See Alexander Gordon McKay, Houses, Villas and Palaces in the Roman World (Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 1975), 139.
66

McKay, Houses, Villas and Palaces in the Roman World, 139.

John Sweetman, The Oriental Obsession: Islamic Inspiration in British and American Art and
Architecture, 1500–1920 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987).
67

68 Bletter, introduction to The Modern Functional Building by Adolf Behne (Los Angeles: Getty Research
Institute for the History of Art and the Humanities, 1996), 35–36.
69

Marchand, German Orientalism in the Age of Empire, 400.

307

by hanging them on the walls, emphasizing, as Kive points out, the “wall-like quality given to the
carpet.” 70 By the turn of the century, European interior design was engaged with what has been
called “Oriental carpet fever.” 71
Evidence of the continued popularity of oriental rugs in German bourgeois interior décor
through the Wilhelmine period and through the 1920s is abundantly evident in in publications
and photographic images of the period. 72 Friedrich Sarre, mentioned in chapter three, published
the two-volume Oriental Carpet Designs in Full Color (1926–1929), which proved so popular
that it was still being reprinted by Dover in 1979. 73 Sarre was a visitor to the Riehls at Klösterli,
which is not surprising considering the fact that, according to Neumeyer, he and his wife lived
next door. 74 Also notable is the fact that, although Mies scholars refer to Sarre as “an
archaeologist,” they are omitting a key fact: Sarre was a renowned “Orientalist”: a curator and
collector of the art and design of the Islamic world. Indeed, Sarre was one of the first German
scholars to specialize in Islamic art and architecture. 75 Sarre was appointed honorary curator
for the newly established Persian-Islamic department in the Kaiser-Friedrich-Museum in Berlin
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in 1904, 76 where together with art historian and museum curator Wilhelm von Bode (1845-1929)
directed the installation of Islamic art in the Kaiser-Friedrich-Museum, Berlin. 77 Sarre also
organized the 1910 Munich exhibition Meisterwerke Muhammmedanischer Kunst [Masterpieces
of Islamic Art). 78
While it is unknown whether Mies ever had the opportunity to meet Sarre at Klösterli, the
cultural impact of Orientalism in Germany, and Sarre’s role therein, was profound. The 1910
Masterpieces of Mohammadan Art in Munich, for example, was a massive undertaking, with
around 3,600 displayed objects, including numerous carpets from Persia and other eastern
cultures. Sarre served as organizer for the project, which was considered the cultural event of
the year. 79 This exhibition was followed by the East Asian Art Exhibit in Berlin, presented in
1912 by the Berlin Academy of Arts. 80
The ongoing popularity of oriental carpets in the German domestic interior is
documented in a remarkable series of photographic images of historic Berlin residential interiors
(many no longer extant) made by photographer Marta Huth. 81 These interiors display varying
degrees of the exotic, ranging from extravagant historicism to examples that evoke a mere whiff
of vestigial exoticism. This includes the Paul Boroschek apartment, designed by Marcel Breuer,
mentioned in a previous chapter, which was furnished, in addition to Breuer’s celebrated tubular
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steel furniture, with a room-dividing partition wall and oriental rugs [FIG. 4.19]. 82 The tension
inherent in the juxtaposition of Breuer’s coolly reductive modern furniture with the oriental
carpets in the Boroschek Apartment is communicated in authors Jan Thomas Köhler’s and Jan
Maruhn’s analysis of the interior. Their description of Breuer’s design method begins exactly in
tune with our expectations, emphasizing the highly-reductive steel furnishings and overall sense
of “mobility, lightness, and where possible, transparency.” 83 In mentioning the oriental rugs,
however, Köhler and Maruhn argue that they were considered unusual in an avant-garde
interior, citing a contemporary response from the critic of the Baugilde (Building Guild) in 1930:
The special aspect of the apartment…the covering of the floor with oriental
carpets and rugs, one does not find somewhat stylistically unfavorable; quite the
opposite, they provide the space with a noble appearance. Who of the moderns
would have two or three years ago dared to combine a Persian rug with a tubular
steel furnishing? 84
While emphasizing that the incorporation of small but significant details were intended to
transform the dwelling into an “individual home” for the inhabitant, and identifying the oriental
carpets as one such key element, 85 Köhler and Maruhn’s pinpointing of the critic’s focus on the
carpets suggests a continuing sense of unease concerning the juxtaposition of traditional,
handmade, and exotic oriental carpets with the sleek, shiny, high-tech forms of modern

“Boroschek Apartment,” Marcel Breuer Digital Archive, Syracuse University Libraries,
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architecture and the need to come to terms with such an impure combination. 86 The quality of
their strangeness – indeed, their “Otherness,” is worth noting and analyzing.
In fact, in the interiors of Mies and Reich, oriental or “Persian” carpets appear
consistently, and in their most celebrated domestic project, the Tugendhat House, for example,
oriental rugs appear to be an integral part of the overall composition of the house. In the lowerlevel living area, oriental rugs are a key element in the organization of the large, open plan
space into various functional areas, just as the rest of the interior elements: room dividing
screens, both stationary and movable, and pieces of furniture served to organize space. 87
Positioned as flat, decorative, patterned planes in conjunction with the equally decorative planar
unit of the onyx wall, as well as with the exuberantly-patterned curved macassar wall of the
dining area, the forms of the rugs engage in a vibrant visual dialogue with the other elements. 88
They are part of the original photographic record of the house, and have thus become part of
the canonical image of its interiors, yet are only briefly considered in the Mies literature.
In the Tugendhat House, as Ivo Hammer explains, there were colorful Persian rugs in
the library [FIG. 2.6; FIG. 2.7; FIG. 2.8; FIG. 2.10; 2.18], under the piano [FIG. 2.5; FIG. 2.7],
two in Fritz Tugendhat’s room [FIG. 5.21], and one in nanny Irene Kalkofen’s room [FIG. 5.22],
chosen by Grete and Fritz to decorate their home. 89 Grete Tugendhat also recounted that the
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oriental rugs in the library and under the piano were chosen by her and Fritz. 90 A series of
photographs taken by Studio Rudolf de Sandalo, Brno of the Tugendhat House interior show
that they were a powerful design component in the overall aesthetic scheme. One view, facing
the writing desk and the library [FIG. 2.7], shows the rich interplay of patterns between the
painterly vertical stripes of the macassar-ebony veneered writing desk and the abstracted floral
motifs of the large oriental rug beneath it; the emphasis on hand-craftsmanship is furthered by
the placement in the room of what appears to be a cylindrical woven basket with a knobbed lid
(perhaps a sewing basket, or a purely decorative object) woven in a checkerboard design with
light and dark rectangles, possibly non-European in origin.
A second oriental rug is visible under the piano at left, its edge touching the white curtain
partition. No doubt the combination of brightly colored oriental rugs with their bold and complex
patterns, deep rich brown of the furniture, soft opulent draperies, and sparkling chrome
columns, the overall effect must have been dazzling, particularly with the colorful reflections of
the carpets in the multi-sided chrome columns, an effect also visible in period photos [FIG. 2.10;
FIG. 2.18]. Around 1932, the oriental rug under the desk in the Tugendhat study was replaced
with a modern carpet, designed by Alen Müller-Hellweb circa 1932, 91 and the close juxtaposition
of the two very different types of rugs was apparently not at all jarring.
Another of the de Sandalo images shows the large scale of the oriental carpet under the
desk; once again, the macassar ebony veneer of the desk creates an active visual dialogue with
the curvilinear forms of the rug beneath [FIG. 2.6]. In addition, the placement of the desk
perpendicular to the length of the carpet creates a composition emphasizing the planarity of
rectangles in space; this play with rectangular planes appears again and again, with the rugs
serving as a horizontal stand-ins for the onyx wall and the hanging fabric partitions.
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A photo taken by Fritz Tugendhat of the library communicates, even in black and white,
the rich juxtaposition of patterns as the boldly-striated macassar ebony veneer of the bridge
table and the wall paneling engages visually with the elaborately-woven patterns of the fringed
oriental carpet [FIG. 5.22]. An avid photographer, Fritz Tugendhat clearly composed his image
carefully, with a keen eye for the particular aesthetic of this corner of his magnificent house and
its furnishings. Two additional photos by Fritz Tugendhat reveal a rather surprising discovery: a
group of what appear to be ceramic vases, one resting on a footed base, arranged in evenlyspaced order atop the Lilly-Reich-designed sideboard that stood near the piano [FIG. 2.31; FIG.
2.32]. These bibelots appear, it is true, reductive in their design and thus, it could be argued, fit
in with the overall abstraction of the interior design. They can also be understood as costly
rarities (and maybe antiques), akin to the fabulously rarified wood veneers of the furniture,
opulent fabrics, and other costly materials. And yet, significantly, they appear to be East Asian
objects, which in concert with the oriental rugs impart a sense of exoticism to the décor. Much
has been written about the central role of beautiful, precious materials in the furnishing of the
Tugendhat House. According to Daniele Hammer-Tugendhat, “The value that was previously
conveyed by decorating details has been transferred entirely into the material.” 92 But is that
really the case? Robin Schuldenfrei declares: “Overall the family was, in effect, freed of the
weight of history, of family heirlooms, of precious items on every shelf requiring attention and
care.” 93 In fact, the reality is more complex.
A glance at the entire history of Mies’s and Reich’s interior oeuvre, beginning with Mies’s
first projects, created before his association with Reich, reveals the consistent appearance of
oriental carpets. In the interior of the Riehl House (1906-07), Mies’s first foray in architecture,
Alois Riehl’s elegantly spare workspace included an example under his desk, providing comfort
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underfoot, protection for the parquet floor, and a decorative touch in an otherwise “masculine”
room [FIG. 5.23]. Mies’s Eichstaedt House, Berlin-Nikolassee (1921-23) contained at least two
such carpets, as evident in a photograph taken around 1925 of the dining room of the house
[FIG. 3.52]. The client for Mies’s Wolf House in Gubin (1925-27), Erich Wolf, was a textile
merchant, hat manufacturer and avid art and design collector, whose collection of antique rugs
doubtless adorned his own home, which is unfortunately no longer extant due to wartime
damage and subsequent neglect. 94
After Mies and Reich joined forces in 1926, this trend continued, as seen in the
Tugendhat House, as mentioned, and later projects. In the case of the Hermann Lange House
and Josef Esters House in Krefeld (1927-30), oriental rugs appear to have enjoyed pride of
place, as documented in a series of photographs that commissioned by Mies in the fall of 1930
from the Berliner Bildbericht [FIG. 3.53; FIG. 3.54; FIG. 3.55; FIG. 3.56; FIG. 5.24]. 95 Taken by
photographer Wilhelm Niemann, this collection of images offers interior views with rugs taking
center stage; one of these interior photographs: depicting the vestibule of the Lange House in
1930 [FIG. 5.24] was among the three published during Mies’s lifetime, suggesting that this
interior enjoyed a particular privileged place in Mies’ (and Reich’s) self-curated professional
image. This point is remarkable considering the fact that Mies and Reich did not design the
majority of the furnishings in the Lange and Esters Houses, 96 including those in the Lange
House vestibule, and yet Mies appears to have felt a proud sense of authorship toward the
commissions, despite their somewhat diluted interiors.
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In the case of Haus Lemke (1932-33), once again various furnishings that the clients
already owned were synthesized into the interior scheme, including their small collection of
rugs. 97 Period photos of the Lemke House study show an interior in which the patterns, textures,
and colors (the latter not only hinted at in black and white photos) of two magnificent oriental
rugs are skillfully juxtaposed with the hanging fabric folds of the window draperies [FIG. 3.55] as
well as the space-dividing, fabric-covered partition between the study and the foyer [FIG. 3.56],
effectively softening the radical abstraction of the overall Gestalt and creating a richly articulated
environment. The furniture, in this case designed by Mies and Reich, was made of wood; while
less radical than their tubular steel designs, it was nonetheless rectilinear and abstract. Once
again, Bruno Paul’s imprimatur is discernable: Paul’s Biedermeier-inspired “curtains behind
glass” treatment is echoed in the design of the curtained partition/wall, which is repeated in the
view which extends through the glass wall onto the courtyard to the wall of curtained glass
beyond. The play with planarity, pattern, and texture between the two forms of textile: curtain
and carpet, communicated in period photos seems deliberate. Indeed, according to Wita
Noack’s description of the house, “the entire interior decoration was planned down to the last
detail, creating an overall effect—nothing was left to coincidence.” 98
However, the fact that such juxtapositions: between avant-garde modernism and
traditional furnishings, including Persian carpets (not only bourgeois, but fraught with orientalist
baggage) could be jarring—the point made by Köhler and Maruhn in describing the “impure” mix
between old and new in the Boroschek Apartment—is hinted at in Noack’s otherwise glowing
account of the house’s design. While not mentioning the carpets specifically, she adds: “In
addition, there is a certain inconsistency demonstrated in the combination of the elegant
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furniture from Mies’s studio and the Lemkes’ older, less impressive furniture.” 99 There is,
indeed, something curious about the fact that, although arguably Mies and Reich did not
necessarily plan to include oriental carpets in their interior designs schemes, these rugs appear,
again and again, even in the domestic spaces of those clients most committed to living within
the especially demanding parameters of Mies’s and Reich’s reductive environments. In 1938,
Lilly Reich was commissioned by Hemann Lange to design an interior for a business office and
apartment in Berlin as part of his Krefeld textile concern; one of two surviving photos of the
residence show an oriental carpet in an otherwise completely avant-garde interior furnished with
tubular steel and minimalist elegance [FIG. 5.25]. 100
Surely, oriental rugs are not modern; that most expressive and canonical statement of
what was resolutely anti-modern, Willi Baumeister’s famous posters for Die Wohnung (the
dwelling) exhibition in 1927, makes that fact unambiguous, including oriental rugs with other
taboo historicist furnishings [FIG. 5.26; FIG. 5.27]. 101 Why, then, were they tolerated,
considering Mies’s and Reich’s celebrated design rigor and attention to every single detail? Can
we understand the continued popularity of oriental rugs during the Weimar era strictly as a
continuation of traditional, bourgeois symbols of class status? Is their acceptance by Mies and
Reich simply another necessary and inevitable compromise architects and designers must
make to please a client and insure successful completion of a project? What was the power of
oriental rugs to resist such an attack? If, in Mies’s words, we must “give sense again to
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things” 102, then it is necessary to look under the carpet, so to speak, to explore the meaning
woven into the “Persian” rug, to give sense to this exotic, orientalist thing.
Oriental carpets in the Weimar interior can be understood as a nod to contemporary
bourgeois fashions in interior decoration as well as, perhaps, a manifestation of Mies’s (and
Reich’s) “decorative” side; in addition, they serve as a functional component of the domestic
interior―but one which harbors orientalist residue. Their appearance here is, on the surface, a
nod to contemporary upper-middle-class conventions concerning comfort, fashion, and status,
but is also indicative of the broad and continuing (if by this time vestigial) influence of European
colonialist concerns which perpetuated, even in a fully “modern” context, romanticized notions
concerning exotic and primitive foreign cultures. Its anachronistic appearance creates a frisson
within the radically modern interiors of Mies and Reich, Breuer, and others. The sense that a
foreign, exotic, rare and costly design object has here been suitably tamed and domesticated
into the noble and abstract European home, divorced from its original context as a hand-crafted,
cultural artifact filled with symbolism and meaning, and turned into a product of conspicuous
consumption in good modernist taste is a concept tinged with European Colonialism and
Imperialism.
The inclusion of such rugs, reflecting conventional rather than avant-garde tastes in
interior design, goes hand-in-hand in Mies’s and Reich’s interiors with the use of interior curtain
partitions. While the fabric door, or portière, has a long history in the European interior, dating
back to the ancient world, it is also important to remember that the moveable, space-dividing
partition wall has roots in non-Western culture (Japan) and is in itself a cultural appropriation
from the East, as already discussed. Once again, it is clear that the modern interior in Germany
was composed of a complex web of constituent parts and meanings. 103
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Moveable Walls, Nomadic tents, and the Modern Interior
The confluence of oriental rugs and the interior fabric partition as “privacy screen,” even in such
a stripped-down format as the avant-garde domestic interiors of the Neues Bauen, stubbornly
retain the residual image of the fashionable orientalist interiors of the Wilhelmine period, with
their eclectic mélange of cultural references and romantic associations. Orientalist paintings of
the nineteenth and early twentieth century often presented highly charged, gendered western
fantasies of “oriental” space, in particular the forbidden interior of the harem. Utilizing the curtain
as an erotic tease—as a spatial barrier between viewer and the odalisque within—such
depictions are loaded with racist and gendered notions of the exotic Other.
In the previous chapter, Mies’s and Reich’s curtain partitions were analyzed in terms of
their creation of a sense of tent-like enclosures inside the house, with all of the heavily-loaded
associations such a comparison implies, and in relation to Mies’s debt to Schinkel and Semper.
A related association is the image of the nomadic tent, in particular of the type developed in the
vernacular architecture of North African and Middle Eastern cultures and romanticized as a
trope in Orientalist paintings by European academic artists during the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, as well as in fashionable Orientalist interiors designed for elite European
and American clients. 104 Mies and Reich’s curtains partitions contain echoes of the “hide and
seek” privacy screens of the historic nineteenth-century interior (symbols of both bodily prudery
and sexual play), the historical use of curtains as doors (portieres) and other spatial dividers
dating back at least to the Classical past, and the exotic, taboo orientalist fantasy interior
which can also be seen as a form of “primitivizing” style, with its use of local wood and other “honest”
materials and emphasis on German craftsmanship. However, the fact that the Nazi propaganda machine
was not consistent in its rejection of foreign elements is clear in the continued popularity of oriental rugs
throughout the 1930s. See, for example, Sonja Günther, Das deutsche Heim: Luxusinterieurs und
Arbeitermöbel von der Gründerzeit bis zum Dritten Reich (Giessen: Anabas, 1984), 116, ill. 40, and 119,
ill. 43.
For an excellent history of the military tent as a potent symbol of power that includes the Islamic world,
see Iris Moon, The Architecture of Percier and Fontaine and the Struggle for Sovereignty in Revolutionary
France (London: Routledge, 2017), especially chapter 5.
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(redolent with Bedouin tents and draped spaces). Echoes of these ideas can be uncovered in a
series of photographs taken by Fritz Tugendhat the 1930s depicting the Wilhelm Lehmbruck
sculpture displayed in the living area near the winter garden.
One photo, showing a view of the living room area toward the dining area, includes an
extreme close-up of the rear of the sculpture, with its radically cropped, nude female body filling
up the right foreground of the image [FIG. 2.23]. With its eroticized view of the figure’s buttocks
juxtaposed with the curved macassar screen and fabric curtain-wall behind, the image conjures
up echoes of Orientalist tropes. Another shot positions the sculpture at far left, framed by the
black curtain partition behind it, in a suggestive play between cladding and unclad, with the
jungle of plants in the winter garden suggesting a setting in which primitive man (woman) exists
in wild nature [FIG. 2.12]. This notion is not so far fetched when one considers the obsession on
the part of German Expressionist artists with nudity, eroticism and the primitive. In a pencil
sketch of the Tugendhat House’s living area drawn by Mies circa 1928-30, the Lehmbruck
sculpture appears juxtaposed with the onyx wall [FIG. 5.28], while a fabric partition hanging to
its left somehow once again emphasizes its nudity. Paulette Singley’s feminist analysis of Mies’s
“sensual, tactile statues and partition walls” now takes on further significance when considered
in the context of the exotic, the primitive, and the oriental.

Fear of the Oriental: Flat Roofs, Partition Walls, and the “Arab Village” at the
Weissenhofsiedlung
Even the most discussed aspect of Mies’s relationship with the tropes of the exotic and the
Primitive, the so-called “flat roof” controversy which arose in response to the 1927 model
housing exhibition Die Wohnung in Stuttgart, previously discussed, bears renewed study in
relation to our current discussion. Articulating a virulent nationalism, conservative critics of the
Neues Bauen focused their reactionary polemic in particular on the 1927 model housing exhibit
at the Weissenhofsiedlung, singling out the flat roofs and white exteriors of the model dwellings
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as being un-German. Decried as foreign, primitive, and, specifically, “oriental,” the flat roof
became the target of considerable hostility. 105 Another motif that can be connected to
Orientalist tropes, and less critiqued than the flat roof, is the space-dividing curtain or screen. As
we have seen, these screens were an integral component of the modern interior, used both
inside and on the roof terraces at the Weissenhofsiedlung.
As theorized by Le Corbusier as one of his celebrated “Five Points of Modern
Architecture,” the flat roof was a key functional element in the hygienic apparatus of the modern
house, providing space for a terrace to provide the health-giving possibilities of fresh air and
exposure to the sun in the form of roof gardens. The roof gardens were, in turn, part of Le
Corbusier’s broader urban vision for a modern city that provided for elevated green space.
Mies’s first Corbusierian roof terrace, following his model Weissenhofsiedlung apartment block
of 1927, was designed for the Perls House addition in Berlin in 1928. 106 Despite the benefits of
the new building forms in terms of health and hygiene, however, the anxiety provoked by the
radical nature of the Neues Bauen, which particularly focused on the new domestic architecture,
with its white walls, flat roofs and abstract, reductive style, was profound.
Indicative of this underlying distrust is Gustav Platz’s warning against the “urge toward
the Primitive” in his book Wohnräume der Gegenwart, discussed previously. The sense that the
In 1926, a group of 27 leading Weimar architects, including Mies, formed the group “The Ring” in
Berlin in support of the Neues Bauen and in particular the flat roof. See Ward, Weimar Surfaces, 75. For
a discussion of the flat roof controversy, see Bletter, introduction to The Modern Functional Building, 67–
70; Richard Pommer, “The Flat Roof: A Modernist controversy in Germany,” Art Journal 43, no. 2
(Summer 1983): 158–69; and Richard Pommer and Christian F. Otto, Weissenhof 1927 and the Modern
Movement in Architecture (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), 28–30, 151. I am grateful to
Rosemarie Bletter for pointing out a similar critique in response to Le Corbusier’s Quartiers Modernes
Frugès in Pessac; some tenants referred to the complex as “the Morrocan district.” See Philippe Boudon,
Lived-In Architecture: Le Corbusier’s Pessac Revisited (London: Lund Humphries, 1972), 89–90. See
also Çelik, “Le Corbusier, Orientalism, Colonialism”; Çelik, “Gendered Spaces in Colonial Algiers”; and
Stanislaus von Moos, Le Corbusier: Elements of a Synthesis (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1979), 148–50.
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modern interior posed a threat to bourgeois domesticity was being clearly articulated in the late
1920s, and the moveable partition walls that were a key element in the open plan were often
singled out for discussion. In an article in Deutsche Kunst und Dekoration in 1927, for example,
Karl Konrad Düssel’s discussion of the model interiors of the Weissenhofsiedlung makes
specific mention of the moveable walls. Düssel articulates a sense of unease tinged with
nostalgia (and, very likely, a touch of nationalism) in his description of Le Corbusier’s singlefamily house at the Weissenhofsiedlung:
The old cosiness in the trusted corner, the pleasing and calming enclosed family
circle around the table under the evening lamp―all of that has no real homeland
in the modern dwelling any more. But perhaps all of it has already long been
illusory in the racing tempo and the inexorably hard demands of our lives. In any
case, Le Corbusier imagines a further-reaching harmony amongst active people.
One no longer locks up, one rather enjoys the breadth of the space and one
enjoys oneself within it. 107
Düssel’s commentary proceeds with a discussion of Le Corbusier’s double house, with its
“transformable space” (“transformablen” Raumes) and long, upper-story living space divisible
into sleeping rooms through the use of moveable walls (Schiebewände), a design which Düssel
reviews with little enthusiasm: “This arrangement, too, would receive low marks in terms of
comfort and cosiness.” 108 It is perhaps not surprising that, for Düssel, the German architect
Adolf Rading’s divisible interior met with somewhat greater approval: “His long living space,

“Die alte Gemütlichkeit im traulichen Winkel, der friedlich und geruhsam zusammengeschlossene
Familienkreis am Tisch unter der abendlichen Lampe, das alles hat im neuen Wohnhaus keine rechte
Heimat mehr. Aber vielleicht is das alles auch schon längst illusorisch geworden in dem rasenden Tempo
und den unerbittlich harten Anforderungen unseres Lebens. Le Corbusier jedenfalls denkt sich eine neue,
weiter gespannte Harmonie tätiger Menschen. Man schließt nicht mehr ab, man genießt die Weite des
Raumes und man genießt sich selbst in ihr. So legt Le Corbusier sein eines Haus so an, daß das Innere
völlig beherrscht wird von dem großen Wohnraum…” Karl Konrad Düssel, “Die Stuttgarter Weissenhofsiedlung,” Deutsche Kunst und Dekoration. Illustrierte Monatshefte für Moderne Malerie Plastik
Architektur Wohnungs-Kunst und Künstlerische Frauen-Arbeiten 61 (October 1927–March 1928), 96.
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which can be divided with well-functioning folding doors, indeed functions in an interesting
way.” 109
More heated critique came from reactionary architect/critic Paul Schultze-Naumburg,
whose nine-volume Kulturarbeiten (1901–1917) and Kunst and Rasse (1928) overtly
communicated the nationalist and racist tendencies of the German right-wing. SchultzeNaumburg cited the white, abstract, cubic buildings and in particular the flat roofs of modern
dwellings at the Weissenhofsiedlung as embodying resolutely foreign and “un-German” cultural
forms. 110 Indeed, Schultze-Naumburg’s comment in Das Gesicht des deutschen Hauses (1929)
that modern architecture lacked “a nose” (referring to the traditional German pitched roof, which
he saw as an integral element in domestic architecture) reveals his debt to the contemporary
racist pseudo-science of physiognomy. 111 It is possible that part of what Schultze-Naumburg
and other critics found so threatening about the architecture and ideology so proudly on display
at the Weissenhofsiedlung and in the broader context of the exhibition Die Wohnung was, in
addition to the fact that, in their eyes, the buildings and towns with their white reductive
exteriors, abstract forms and lack of historicist ornament looked distinctly “un-German” and
“oriental,” but also that such architecture exposed and even flaunted the nude or scantily-clad
sun-worshippers who comprised a vital part of contemporary Weimar body culture. In spite of
the tent-like sunshade/modesty screens that were ubiquitous in the model community, the risk
of bodily exposure on the conspicuous roof terraces was high. Indeed, as historian John Willett

“Sein langgestreckter Wohnraum, der durch gut funkionierende Falt-Türenabgeteilt werden kann, wirkt
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has quipped, “to judge from the surviving photographs the estate’s inhabitants were to consist
mainly of healthy-looking women in swimsuits.” 112

The “Arab Village” Postcard
Xenophobic suspicion of what was termed “foreign” in the Neues Bauen was articulated
by architect Paul Bonatz’s jab comparing the Weissenhofsiedlung as a “suburb of Jerusalem” (a
slur inferring both Orientalism and anti-Semitism). 113 This toxic attitude would take visual form in
one of the most strident visual denunciations of modern architecture in the 1920s: the infamous
“Arab Village” [FIG. 5.29], a postcard with photomontage of the Weissenhofsiedlung, circa 1927,
published by Schwäbischer Kunst-Verlag Hans Boetticher, Stuttgart. 114 This caricature, created
by recontextualizing the white modern structures of the model settlement to suggest nonwestern vernacular architectural forms and superimposing groups of what appear to be Muslim
figures engaged in stereotypical Arab activities, has come to symbolize the right-wing, even
fascist, censure of progressive art forms which reached their zenith during the Nazi period.
Tegethoff argues, however, that the postcard was produced around 1928, before the actual
onset of the Third Reich. 115 Whatever its exact date, the “Arab Village” revealed that the specter
of the primitive had been a deep-seated fear of modernism’s enemies. 116
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In addition to the white walls and flat roofs, the “Arab Village” postcard puts considerable
emphasis on the “oriental” textiles in the scene. In the lower left foreground, a group of men are
examining, handling, and perhaps buying and selling oriental carpets. At lower right, three veiled
Muslim women stand in a row conversing next to a clichéd vignette of a stubborn camel who
refuses to be goaded into standing by a hapless male figure (perhaps a servant) pulling on a
lead in the center foreground. On the camel’s back, another smaller, fringed and brightly
patterned oriental rug is prominently displayed, and the scene suggests a commercial bazaar, a
familiar orientalist stereotype, and one which was tinged with anti-Semitism, as Janet Ward has
pointed out; in Nazi publications, Weimar-era departments stores were reviled as “oriental
bazaars” run by Jews. 117
Above this grouping at lower right, and appearing poised and ready to rear up over the
wall of an elevated terrace, are two lions, conspicuously out of scale with the other figures.
While clearly an anachronistic and, indeed, rather absurd element in a scene presumably set in
a North African locale, the lion serves as a signal that the environment in question is one of
exotic orientalism and even dangerous, savage, unbridled barbarism. The implication that these
wild beasts are lounging on a roof terrace—one of the most potent symbols of the “new modern
lifestyle” possible through modern architectural design—is significant. 118
The threat which modernism’s critics located in the flat roof terraces of the Neues Bauen
was tinged with the fear of the foreign, primitive “Other” and vestiges of Orientalism as seen in
Colonial War in Namibia (1900–1908),” in Langbehn, German Colonialism, Visual Culture, and Modern
Memory, 53–70.
“Ochse, siehste Wertheim nicht?”, Der Angriff, September 12, 1927, quoted in Janet Ward, Weimar
Surfaces, 206.
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the “Arab Village” postcard. This uneasiness harbors vestiges of the politics of colonial
imperialism and the politics of gender that infiltrated the craze for the primitive and the oriental
which permeated art, architecture and design in Europe during the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. Further anxiety surfaced in the form of a discomfort with the exposure of the
modern, especially nude body (and in particular, the feminine body) which modern architecture
celebrated, both through its insistent transparency but also through its plentiful sunbathing
terraces. These anxieties were marked by the tension between the desire to retain normative
standards of modesty and social control along with, at the same time, the seductive invitation to
visually expose and the curiosity to experience hidden spaces and activities. The urge to pull
the curtain closed in an attempt to control movement but also vision itself, while at the same
time, the desire to open up and expose, to set “free,” in terms of architecture’s formal freedom in
relation to the shackles of the past, as well as with regard to the inhabitant within, was an
ideological current flowing within progressive modernist innovation. The grotesque caricature of
the “Arab Village,” a pointed critique of modern architecture and also of what was deemed the
threat of the modern lifestyle to traditional German domesticity, points squarely both at the
western fascination with yet horror of orientalism and also directly at Mies, the director of the
Weissenhofsiedlung.
The particular form of the postcard is significant in this discussion as well. As Felix Axter
has argued, by the turn of the twentieth century, Germany was a leader in the postcard industry,
and within the colonial context of the Kaiserreich, according to Axter: “The postcard becomes a
symbol for everything foreign. The status of the postcard in the German Empire thus
demonstrates that a specific longing for things foreign is fitting as the main character trait of the
German.” 119 Postcards created a sense of interest in and fascination with the foreign “Other,”
but also a reassurance concerning German racial and cultural superiority. And as Brett M. Van
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Axter, “…will try to send you the best views from here”, 54.

325

Hoesen has written, the legacy of colonialism lingered well into the Weimar period, and in 1927,
less than a generation after the start of the First World War; Van Hoesen coins the term
“colonial imaginary” to refer to the peculiar climate of the Weimar era, during which time “a false
sense of a sustained colonialist project despite the fact that Germany no longer had
colonies.” 120 In the case of the original Weissenhofsiedlung postcard, it was printed for
promotional purposes, not depicting a far-away land with exotic non-European people and
places, but rather, a site located in the homeland, yet still, in its new guise as the “Arab Village”
it was turned into an image that could be consumed by the German public just as earlier,
colonial-era postcards had been—as a nationalist, racist form of popular propaganda. This
chapter takes up Van Hoesen’s call for a rethinking of the Weimar period’s complex relationship
with its recent colonial past. 121
It is likely that Mies, for whom a great deal was at stake in the critical reception of Die
Wohnung exhibition and in particular the Weissenhofsiedlung, may have seen the “Arab Village”
postcard (although this has never been confirmed). The commingling in the collage of European
modernism and oriental exoticism seen in the collage’s mixture of white, flat-roofed buildings,
with their fabric space partitions and middle-eastern carpets was in fact a combination which
Mies and Reich used.
For all of Mies’s claims in favor of a lofty, philosophical universalism―an architecture of
the spirit―his interiors designed with Lilly Reich were clearly not immune from the vagaries of
fashion, and despite the seeming minimalism and abstraction of their oeuvre, Mies’s and
Reich’s interiors harbor vestiges of European Colonialism and Primitivism. This is evident in
their use of rare and rich media like onyx and exotic wood veneers with opulent striped patterns
and rich colors, an interest shared by their German and French Art Deco contemporaries, not to
Van Hoesen, “Weimar Revisions of Germany’s Colonial Past,” 215. I am indebted to Van Hoesen’s
exemplary analysis of the ongoing colonialist discourse in Weimar visual culture.
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mention the frequent appearance of the highly conventional “oriental” rug, a component of
interior décor which perpetuates bourgeois aspirations which at the same time harboring a
vestigial strain of orientalism. Further, their use of the hanging fabric curtain partition is fraught
with references that extend far beyond mere functional utility. These primitivizing elements have
gone unrecognized in studies of their interior designs.
Mies stated in his essay “Baukunst und Zeitwille!” (“Building Art and the Will of the
Epoch!” published in Der Querschnitt in 1924, “The building art is always the spatially
apprehended will of the epoch, nothing else.” 122 What aspects of the Weimar Zeitwille are being
spatially apprehended? Can Mies’s and Reich’s use of the “tent metaphor” be interpreted as a
subversive if subtle swipe at conservative forces in architecture―not only artistic forces but also
racist and nationalist ones? Can we interpret Mies’s and Reich’s use of the curtain/wall and the
tent metaphor inside the home as being both in concert with the drive to subvert the
permanence of the edifice of domesticity and family life which was an aspect of contemporary
“progressive,” reformist attitudes―the Weimar Zeitwille―and, as a subtly subversive element,
both inside the modern interior and outside on the roof terrace, a slap in the face to conservative
factions in the Weimar architectural community and beyond? Too feminine, too unstable and
“ephemeral” an architectural element, too “decorative,” and, ultimately, too “exotic,” “foreign,”
and ultimately, too “un-German,” the curtain/wall, an element which was, as we have seen, at
the center of modern architectural design sensibility, would eventually be cast aside for good,
not surviving as part of the legacy of architectural forms in the modernist canon. 123

Mies van der Rohe, “Baukunst und Zeitwille!,” Der Querschnitt 4, no. 1 (1924), 31–32; quoted in
Neumeyer, The Artless Word, 245.
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123 By the post-World War II period, the curtain-as-wall had devolved into the mid-century modern room
divider, a general small scale and decorative screen, rendered in wood or metal, that was often used in
post-war ranch houses to delineate an entrance area from the main living room. In the twenty-first
century, with a revived trend for mid-century modern design, these room dividers have enjoyed renewed
popularity; however, the curtain-as-wall has not been revived, and moveable partition walls are not
generally part of “highbrow” design today.
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A final comparison brings home the remarkable parallels between Mies’s and Reich’s
interiors and that of their Art Deco contemporaries. A photo of the Tugendhat House’s curved
macassar screen and the fabric partition that abuts it [FIG. 2.17] shares a similar design
treatment by French-born Michel Dufet (1888-1985), whose Art Deco design for a living room
includes a room dividing screen paired with a hanging curtain-as-wall, along with lacquered
furnishings [FIG. 4.15]. 124 Another photo of the lower level of the Tugendhat House shows a
view facing the sideboard [FIG. 3.29], which is positioned against a curtain partition, mirroring
Dufet’s drawing. Foreign cousins from the same decade and family tree, each interior scheme
celebrates in its own way the play between soft and hard, movement and stasis, innovation and
tradition, interior décor and architecture, and decoration and function. Both engage with the
stylish and exploit exotic materials. Dufet’s Art Deco design utilizes imagery and Mies’s and
Reich’s elegant version of the Neues Bauen does not, and yet both designs harbor the vestiges
of the exotic and the primitive. Just as the proud, fit, western modern body of Weimar Germany
still required sheathing in, and on, the modern house of glass and steel, its feared and
repressed Other, the exotic, primitive body, imagined in the shadow of German imperialism and
colonial expansion, fails to remain hidden. It lurks in the most unlikely domestic furnishings,
even in those by Mies and Reich.

The ubiquity of room-dividing screens used together with hanging space-dividing curtains in French
interiors from the 1920s is clear in numerous period photos and design illustrations; see, for example,
Michel Dufet’s Art Deco design for a living room in collaboration with Louis Bureau, in Duncan, Art Deco
Furniture, fig. 52; and Eileen Gray’s Rue de Lota interior, illustrated in Philippe Garner, Eileen Gray:
Design and Architecture, 1878–1976 (Cologne: Taschen, 1993), 64. On Dufet, see Florence Camard,
Michel Dufet: Architecte Decorateur (Paris: Les éditions de l’amateur, 1988).
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Conclusion
This dissertation investigates the role the moveable, space-dividing fabric partition, until now an
under-studied element of Ludwig Mies van der Rohe’s and Lilly Reich’s celebrated interior
design oeuvre, played in the construction of meaning in the modern domestic interior.
Responding specifically to an overlooked statement by Philip Johnson in the catalogue for the
Museum of Modern Art’s 1932 Modern Architecture, International Exhibition that described Mies
as “a decorator in the best sense,” it examines the complexities and inherent paradoxes in the
way Mies and Reich played with the idea of the curtain as a key component of the open plan,
while simultaneously communicating their unique version of surface decoration, in a new,
modern, and masculinized form. Cunningly juggling the relationship between curtain, wall, and
"curtain wall" in a radical redefinition of modern space, Mies (with Reich’s collaboration)
managed to modernize one of the more homely clichés of the domestic interior, the fabric
drapery. By emphasizing its spatial potential and transforming it into an architectural
device―into a moveable, functional, "masculine" element―the hanging curtain becomes a
modern mechanism with decorative qualities now made acceptable, designed to rationally
divide interior space into smaller, functional living areas. In this way, Mies effectively
appropriated the realm of interior design and decorating under the more heroic mantle of
"modern Architect," thus perpetuating old stereotypes still operative today. Through an
interpretive study of these paradoxical fabric partitions―both decorative and functional, curtain
and wall―this dissertation adds a new narrative to the existing Mies scholarship which builds on
recent revisionist studies and critiques longstanding assumptions concerning Mies’s oeuvre.

329

Going hand in hand with the opening up of the closed, traditional floor plan, Mies (and
Reich) installed a series of space-dividing fabric walls that, thanks to their luxuriant surfaces and
sumptuous span, beg to be admired and handled. Mies and Reich celebrated the fabric of their
curtain partitions, using fine materials like raw silk and fine velvet in rich, contrasting colors to
emphasize the sensual nature of their visual and tactile qualities, while at the same time
designing them to be installed as moveable, flat planes intersecting interior space (i.e.,
appropriately architectonic, and thus modern) rather than historicist, like the curvilinear,
elaborately-draped, ornamental and dust-collecting curtains of the German Wilhelmine past.
Mies’s and Reich’s swaths of hanging fabric function as moveable wall, pictorial frame, and
spatial metaphor; they work as privacy screen and tent, mechanism of optical control and carrier
of sensual pleasure. Initially, they appear to be unique solutions to a design problem but, in fact,
they conform to an established formal typology of the domestic interior dating back centuries.
Further, they reflect aspects of fashion in European interior design that belie the notion of an
objective, purely functional Sachlichkeit. Although they exist within the context of Neues Bauen
reductivism, they are not fully abstract, as they harbor residual overtones embedded in curtain
imagery.
This use of the movable curtain wall as spatial partition, when considered alongside
Schinkel’s tent interiors, can be interpreted as an ambivalent approach to the state of
domesticity; fabric partitions contain echoes of the privacy screen as well as the transient, but
also aggressive, authority of the military tent. Their use results in spaces ostensibly “free” in a
functional sense but also, suggestive of flux, of nervous instability, of a sense of “just passing
through.” They encourage movement for its own sake, or for the main purpose of handling the
sensuous material, rather than simply for the division of space. This may be seen as the result
of a desire to transgress, even if subtly, the usual boundaries between inhabitants in the
domestic interior (just as Mies’s architecture continually thwarts the traditional boundaries
between inside and outside), a desire which resonates with the uneasy state of external
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institutions―political, social, economic―in transition. Because they cloak, their forms harbor
within themselves the notion that the inhabitant’s body needs coverage. They suggest that the
need for privacy, and alternately, for social contact within the domestic circle, is a requirement
that must be fully flexible and ultimately up to the individual who controls the partitioning. This
suggests a focus on individualism that, regardless of the protestations of the Tugendhats to the
contrary, points to a need for privacy and seclusion within the home itself― a “get-away” from
the forces already inside the protected domestic interior. They are walls, but not solid ones,
almost constantly in movement and reflecting in the domestic interior the broader context of
Weimar culture, with its insistent dynamism, quest for change, and ambivalence toward
traditional social mores.
Mies’s and Reich’s curtain partitions serve to hide, or to reveal, a view, a scene, or a
person, like a proscenium curtain (again, with a nod to Schinkel) raised or lowered over a set of
actors on a stage. They operate like a theatrical device, a dramatic ruse, inserting artificiality
into the domestic sphere that implies the recognition of an existing lack (as if the humdrum pace
of family life needs a bit of theater, a dramatic flourish) or, perhaps, that suggests a desire to
disrupt space, over and over again. Their function extends to the symbolic; as we have seen,
they are carriers of a complex web of meaning, perhaps suggesting ambivalent intentions
concerning the kind of bourgeois family life that was clearly undesirable for both Mies and
Reich.
Cloth’s metaphorical potential is sensitively analyzed in the introduction to Cloth and
Human Experience by editors Jane Schneider and Annette B. Weiner: “The softness and
ultimate fragility of these materials capture the vulnerability of humans, whose every relationship
is transient, subject to the degenerative processes of illness, death, and decay.” 125 In this
context, Mies’s and Reich’s curtain partitions might be seen as modern architecture’s Other, not
Annette B. Weiner and Jane Schneider, Cloth and Human Experience (Washington and London:
Smithsonian Institution Press, 1989), 2.
125
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timeless, abstract, spiritual, and static, but rather transient, sensual, ever in flux, and loaded with
historical and cultural baggage. Long overdue for in-depth consideration, the use of the fabric
curtain partition as a design strategy in Mies’s and Reich’s domestic interiors reveal a sense of
disassociation with the experience of domesticity that, as we have seen, was both a
manifestation of the fascinating particularities of Weimar culture and intimately personal.
In notes for a lecture given in Chicago in the 1950s, Mies described modern architecture
(Baukunst―the “building art”) in terms of the potential of change about to happen: “Fulfillment
and expression of something immanent.” 126 Mies’s and Reich’s fabric space partitions are the
very embodiment of this immanence; they exist in a constant state of readiness to fulfill a
function; further (and perhaps even more importantly) they express, to the user/inhabitant, a
whole range of possible meanings and representations. One of these representations is beauty
itself. As Mies wrote in the same Chicago lecture: “And what finally is beauty? Certainly nothing
that can be calculated or measured. It is always something imponderable, something that lies in
between things.” 127 In-between structure and space, architecture and design, interior design and
interior decoration, masculine and feminine, inside and outside, movement and stasis, Mies’s
and Reich’s elusive yet profound fabric partition perfectly manifests that imponderable, inbetween state of being.
In the realm of the mobile fabric partition we are forever on the go, in perpetual motion,
thus avoiding the possibility of stagnation and mustiness through dynamic movement and
airflow but also averting the overt and messy sentimentality and perhaps interpersonal friction
that a more gemütlich interior architecture might encourage. If this brave new interior of the free
plan and “universal space” may produce anxiety, and if Mies’s and Reich’s interior design

Mies van der Rohe, lecture manuscript, Chicago, occasion and date unknown, c. 1950, Library of
Congress, labeled “Manuscript of one important address Mies gave here in German,” quoted in
Neumeyer, The Artless Word, 151.
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calisthenics seem a bit demanding to the inhabitant who just wants to relax at home, creating
uneasy spaces which are neither “here” nor “there,” we would do well to once again consider
that Schinkel’s “tent obsession” derives ultimately from military sources (as does, of course, the
term avant-garde). Mies succeeded in his quest to integrate architecture and nature, finally
achieving in the Tugendhat House a “full liberation of interior space.” 128 In another sense,
however, the modern domestic interiors realized by Mies and Reich, with their evocative
partitions, suggestive enclosures, unacknowledged influences and unforeseen symbolism are
loaded with an extraordinarily wide range of associative baggage, from which they will likely
never be entirely free.
Mies van der Rohe continues to enjoy the reputation as one of the most significant
architects (some might say, the most important) in the history of modern architecture, along with
Walter Gropius, Le Corbusier, and Frank Lloyd Wright. Although Mies’s interiors would later
become synonymous with modern elegance and minimalist, understated good taste, spawning
generations of copies, the particular equation connecting Mies and the term “decorator,” so at
odds with commonly-held assumptions concerning modern architecture, would not recur.
Indeed, this aspect of Mies’s career, which embrace the decorative and which was clearly of
significance to Hitchcock and Johnson in 1932, was suppressed and replaced with an insistence
upon other aspects of his work: specifically, exterior architecture, structure, and “universal
space,” resulting in a too-narrow understanding of modern architecture which denigrates the
interior, the discrete “room,” the “domestic,” and the “decorative.”
Through a formal and theoretical investigation of the constructions (both architectural
and historiographic) of Mies, in particular through a study of a select group of domestic interiors
from the 1920s and early 1930s designed with Reich, this dissertation presents a study of the
modern interior with ramifications extending far beyond the boundaries of the realm of
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architecture. By focusing not on monumental building structure, but rather on the domestic
interior, this study offers a broader understanding of Weimar architecture and design. It reveals
further fractures in the already unsteady edifice of canonical modern architectural history, by
identifying a series of issues in Mies’s and Reich’s interior oeuvre. These issues, which revolve
around the fabric curtain partition and its theoretical baggage, suggest new ways of thinking
about the complexities of artistic self-creation, the ways in which space is divided, the
relationship between architecture and decoration, the legacy of Semper’s theory of cladding,
and the meanings of “home.” By positioning Mies’s and Reich’s domestic interiors at the center
of the discussion and by identifying and analyzing a series of denied influences and underlying
anxieties which played an important if unacknowledged role in the form and content of their
design schemes, this dissertation considers the modern architectural interior as a potent locus
of meaning.
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Figure 1.2 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Exhibition House, Berlin Building Exhibition, 1931, interior. Published in Gustav Adolf Platz,
Wohnräume der Gegenwart (Berlin: Propyläen-Verlag, 1933), 312.
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Figure 1.3 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich, Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928–30, lower level living area, view from entrance
toward onyx wall. Published in Gustav Adolf Platz, Wohnräume der Gegenwart (Berlin: Propyläen-Verlag, 1933), 313.

Figure 1.4 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich, Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928–30, lower
level living area, view from dining area to living area showing retractable windows. Published in
Gustav Adolf Platz, Wohnräume der Gegenwart (Berlin: Propyläen-Verlag, 1933), 314.
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Figure 1.5 Lilly Reich, two-room residence in a boarding house, model interior at the Berlin Building Exposition, 1931, living and
dining area. Published in Gustav Adolf Platz, Wohnräume der Gegenwart (Berlin: Propyläen-Verlag, 1933), 368.

Figure 1.6 Bruno Paul, Westend House, Berlin-Charlottenburg, 1907–08, foyer.
Published in Joseph Popp, Bruno Paul (Munich: F. Bruckmann A. G., 1916), 70.
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Figure 1.7 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich, German Pavilion, International Exposition, Barcelona, 1928–29, interior, view
of onyx wall, red velvet curtain, and green marble wall. Image: Fundació Mies van der Rohe, 2022. https://miesbcn.com/thepavilion/images/#gallery-27.

Figure 1.8 Bruno Paul, Berliner Zentralhotel interior, 1907-08, reception room with wall fountain.
Published in Joseph Popp, Bruno Paul (Munich: F. Bruckmann A. G., 1916), 30.
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Figure 1.9 Bruno Paul, Herxheimer House, Frankfurt, 1911, library and study. Published in
Joseph Popp, Bruno Paul (Munich: F. Bruckmann A. G., 1916), 116.
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Figure 1.10 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, German Pavilion, International Exposition, Barcelona, 1929. Published in Franz Schulze,
Mies van der Rohe: A Critical Biography (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985), 158.
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Figure 1.11 Bruno Paul, Herxheimer House, Frankfurt, 1911, library and study. Published in Alfred Ziffer, ed., Bruno Paul: Deutsche
Raumkunst und Architektur zwischen Jugenstil und Moderne (Munich: Klinkhardt and Biermann, 1992), 204.

Figure 1.12 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Riehl House, 1906-07, view of dining nook showing
fabric portière and gridded wall panels of dining room. Published in Franz Schulze, Mies van der
Rohe: A Critical Biography (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985), 29.
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Figure 1.13 Bruno Paul (designer) and Vereignigte Werkstätten für Kunst im Handwerk, Berlin
(manufacturer), armoire and buffet from the Typenmöbel line, 1911. Published in Joseph Popp,
Bruno Paul (Munich: F. Bruckmann A. G., 1916), 35.
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Figure 1.14 Bruno Paul, Café Kerkau, Berlin, 1910, interior. Published in Paul Westheim, “Das Kerkau-Café von Bruno Paul,” InnenDekoration 21 (January 1910): 372.

Figure 1.15 Modern Architecture – International Exhibition, Museum of Modern Art, 1932,
Installation view showing model of Howe & Lescaze’s Chrystie-Forsyth Housing Development,
New York City, 1932. Published in Terence Riley, ed., The International Style: Exhibition 15 and
the Museum of Modern Art (New York: Rizzoli, 1992), 70.
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Figure 1.16 Modern Architecture – International Exhibition, Museum of Modern Art, 1932,
Installation view showing model of Lux Apartments by Bowman Brothers, Evanston, IL, 1931.
Published in Terence Riley, ed., The International Style: Exhibition 15 and the Museum of
Modern Art (New York: Rizzoli, 1992), 71.
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Figure 1.17 Modern Architecture – International Exhibition, Museum of Modern Art, 1932, Installation view showing work by Walter
Gropius, including a model of the Bauhaus, Dessau, Germany, 1926. Published in Terence Riley, ed., The International Style:
Exhibition 15 and the Museum of Modern Art (New York: Rizzoli, 1992), 71.
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Figure 1.18 Modern Architecture – International Exhibition, Museum of Modern Art, 1932, installation view showing Le Corbusier’s
Villa Savoye, Poissy-sur-Seine, 1930. Photographic Archive, Museum of Modern Art Archives, New York, IN15.1.
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Figure 1.19 Erwin Gutkind, Study, Berlin, 1929. Published in Gustav Adolf Platz, Wohnräume der Gegenwart (Berlin: PropyläenVerlag, 1933), 283.

Figure 1.20 Bruno Paul, Mirrored cabinet with toilette table, grey oak with intarsia. Published in
Willy Frank, “Der Gobelin als Wandschmuck,” Innen-Dekoration 18 (1907): 65.
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Figure 1.21 Bruno Paul, Cabin in the Norddeutscher Lloyd steamship SS Kronprincessin
Cecilie, 1906. Published in A. Jaumann, “Über technische Schönheit,” Innen-Dekoration 18
(1907): 311.
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Figure 1.22 Bruno Paul, sideboard using laminated timber sheet, designed for the Vereinigte Werkstätten, ca. 1907. Published in
John Heskett, Design in Germany, 1870–1918 (London: Trefoil Books, 1986), 98.
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Fig. 1.23 Vincent van Gogh exhibition, Museum of Modern Art, New York, November 4, 1935–January 5, 1936, installation view.
Photograph by Beaumont Newhall. Photographic Archive, Museum of Modern Art Archives, New York, IN44.1A.
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Figure 1.24 Art in Our Time: 10th Anniversary Exhibition: Painting, Sculpture, Prints, Museum of Modern Art, New York, May 10,
1939–September 30, 1939, installation view. Photograph by Soichi Sunami. Photographic Archive, Museum of Modern Art Archives,
New York, IN85.

Figure 1.25 Art in Our Time: 10th Anniversary Exhibition: Painting, Sculpture, Prints, Museum of
Modern Art, New York, May 10, 1939–September 30, 1939, installation view. Photograph by
Soichi Sunami. Photographic Archive, Museum of Modern Art Archives, New York, IN85.
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Figure 1.26 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich, Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928-30, interior, garden level, view of
Wilhelm Lehmbruck sculpture and black silk shantung curtain hung in front of the conservatory, 1930s. Photograph by
Fritz Tugendhat. Daniele Hammer-Tugendhat Archive, Vienna. Published in Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat, Ivo Hammer,
and Wolf Tegethoff, eds., Haus Tugendhat: Ludwig Mies van der Rohe. 3rd ed. (Basel: Birkhäuser, 2020), 73.
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Figure 1.27 Philip Johnson, Philip Johnson Apartment, 216 East 49th Street, New York, ca. 1934. Published in George Nelson,
“Architects of Europe Today,” Pencil Points 16 (September 1935): 454. https://usmodernist.org/PA/PP-1935-09.PDF

Figure 1.28 Mies van der Rohe, floor plans for the German Pavilion, Tugendhat House, and
Model House at the Berlin Building Exposition, 1921. Published in George Nelson, “Architects of
Europe Today 7,” Pencil Points 16 (September 1935), 457. https://usmodernist.org/PA/PP1935-09.PDF

408

Figure 1.29 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich, Philip Johnson Apartment, 424 East
52nd Street, New York, ca. 1930, study. Image: Museum of Modern Art, New York. Published in
Robert A. M. Stern, Gregory Gilmartin, and Thomas Mellins, New York 1930: Architecture and
Urbanism Between the Two World Wars (NY: Rizzoli, 1987 1994), 473.

409

410
Figure 1.30 Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich, Philip Johnson Apartment, 424 East 52nd Street, New York, 1930. Published in Philip
C. Johnson, Mies van der Rohe (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1947), 55.
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Figure 1.31 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich, Philip Johnson Apartment, 424 East 52nd Street, New York, 1930, bedroom.
Mies van der Rohe Archive, Museum of Modern Art,
https://www.moma.org/audio/playlist/34/567.
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Figure 1.32 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich, Philip Johnson Apartment, 424 East 52nd Street, New York, 1930, plan. Pencil
on tracing paper. Mies van der Rohe Archive, Museum of Modern Art, New York. © 2022 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York /
VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn.
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Figure 1.33 Frederick Kiesler, Space House, model house installed at Modernage Furniture Company, New York, October 16, 1933,
exterior. Published in Lisa Phillips, ed., Frederick Kiesler (New York: Whitney Museum of American Art/Norton: 1989), 24.

Figure 1.34 Frederick Kiesler, Space House, model house installed at Modernage Furniture
Company, New York, October 16, 1933, detail of curtain partition and light fixture. Published in
Lisa Phillips, ed., Frederick Kiesler (New York: Whitney Museum of American Art/Norton: 1989),
25.
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Chapter 2 illustrations
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Figure 2.1 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928–30, exterior, street façade. Photograph by Studio Rudolf de
Sandalo, Brno, 1931. Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat Archive, Vienna. Published in Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat, Ivo Hammer, and
Wolf Tegethoff, eds., Haus Tugendhat: Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, 3rd ed. (Basel: Birkhäuser, 2020), 121.
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Figure 2.2 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928–30, plan, top floor containing the bedrooms. Published in
Terence Riley and Barry Bergdoll, eds., Mies in Berlin (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2001), 242.
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Figure 2.3 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928–30, plan of garden level. Published in Terence Riley and Barry
Bergdoll, eds., Mies in Berlin (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2001), 244.
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Figure 2.4 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928-30, interior, upper floor, reception area inside the entrance.
Published in Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat, Ivo Hammer, and Wolf Tegethoff, eds., Haus Tugendhat: Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, 3rd
ed. (Basel: Birkhäuser, 2020), 128.
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Figure 2.5 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich, Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928–30, interior, garden level view with music area
at left, ca. 1930s. Published in Adolf Platz, Die Baukunst der Neuesten Zeit (Berlin: Propyläen Verlag, 1927), 313.

Figure 2.6 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich, Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928–30,
interior, garden level study and library, ca. 1930s. Photograph by Studio Rudolf de Sandalo,
Brno. Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat Archive, Vienna. Published in Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat,
Ivo Hammer, and Wolf Tegethoff, eds., Haus Tugendhat: Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, 3rd ed.
(Basel: Birkhäuser, 2020), 239.
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Figure 2.7 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich, Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928-30, interior, garden level study and library, ca.
1930s. Photograph by Studio Rudolf de Sandalo, Brno. Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat Archive, Vienna. Published in Daniela HammerTugendhat, Ivo Hammer, and Wolf Tegethoff, eds., Haus Tugendhat: Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, 3rd ed. (Basel: Birkhäuser, 2020),
135.
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Figure 2.8 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich, Tugendhat House, 1928-30, Brno, interior, garden level view of study and
library.
https://www.tugendhat.eu/en/fotogalerie-vily-tugendhat-2012-2022/
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Figure 2.9 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich, Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928-30, garden level library seating area with bridge
table. Photograph by Studio Rudolf de Sandalo, ca. 1930. Published in Terence Riley and Barry Bergdoll, eds., Mies in Berlin (New
York: Museum of Modern Art, 2001), 245.
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Figure 2.10 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich, Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928-30, interior, garden level, view from entrance
toward the winter garden, with study in left rear and main seating area on the right. Published in Adolf Platz, Die Baukunst der
Neuesten Zeit (Berlin: Propyläen Verlag, 1927), 313.
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Figure 2.11 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928-30, interior, garden level, main living area set off by the onyx
partition wall. Published in Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat, Ivo Hammer, and Wolf Tegethoff, eds., Haus Tugendhat: Ludwig Mies van
der Rohe, 3rd ed. (Basel: Birkhäuser, 2020), 39.
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Figure 2.12 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928–30, interior, garden level, view of dining area at left, set off by
semicircular partition wall, ca. 1930. Published in Terence Riley and Barry Bergdoll, eds., Mies in Berlin (New York: Museum of
Modern Art, 2001), 244.
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Figure 2.13 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928–30, interior, garden level, view of dining area. Published in
Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat, Ivo Hammer, and Wolf Tegethoff, eds., Haus Tugendhat: Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, 3rd ed. (Basel:
Birkhäuser, 2020), 44.
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Figure 2.14 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928–30, exterior, view from garden with retractable windows.
Photograph by Fritz Tugendhat, ca. 1930s. Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat Archive, Vienna. Published in Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat,
Ivo Hammer, and Wolf Tegethoff, eds., Haus Tugendhat: Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, 3rd ed. (Basel: Birkhäuser, 2020), 30.
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Figure 2.15 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928–30, interior, view facing retractable windows and view toward
the city, with red chaise longue, 1930s. Photograph by Fritz Tugendhat, ca. 1930s. Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat Archive, Vienna.
Published in Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat, Ivo Hammer, and Wolf Tegethoff, eds., Haus Tugendhat: Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, 3rd
ed. (Basel: Birkhäuser, 2020), 40.
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Figure 2.16 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Tugendhat House, interior, garden level, view of chrome-clad cruciform columns. Photograph
by Erich Lessing/Art Resource, New York. © Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York.

Figure 2.17 Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich, Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928–30, interior,
garden level, view from study toward onyx wall, with cruciform column in foreground. Published
in Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat, Ivo Hammer, and Wolf Tegethoff, eds., Haus Tugendhat:
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, 3rd ed. (Basel: Birkhäuser, 2020), 133.
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Figure 2.18 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928–30, interior, garden level, main living area set off by the onyx
partition wall. Published in Terence Riley and Barry Bergdoll, eds., Mies in Berlin (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2001), 245.
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Figure 2.19 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928–30, interior, garden level, view between onyx wall and dining
area partition. Photograph by Kay Fingerle, 2012. Published in Terence Riley and Barry Bergdoll, eds., Mies in Berlin (New York:
Museum of Modern Art, 2001), 244.
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Figure 2.20 Mies van der Rohe, Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928–30, interior, garden level, view of curved veneered wall surrounding
the dining area showing 1980s restoration with zebra wood replacing the original macassar veneer. Photograph by Libor Teply, ca.
1994–97. © Libor Teply. Published in Dušan Riedl, The Villa of the Tugendhats, Created by Ludwig Mies van der Rohe in Brno, rev.
ed. (Brno: Heritage Institute, 1997), 27.

Figure 2.21 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928–30, interior, garden
level, view toward sideboard at left and seating area in front of the milk glass wall in the
background at right. Photograph by Studio Rudolf de Sandalo, Brno, ca. 1930s. Daniela
Hammer-Tugendhat Archive, Vienna. Published in Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat, Ivo Hammer,
and Wolf Tegethoff, eds., Haus Tugendhat: Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, 3rd ed. (Basel:
Birkhäuser, 2020), 242.
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Figure 2.22 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich, Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928–30, interior, garden level, view from main
living area toward dining area with black velvet curtain partition that functioned to close off the dining area. Photograph by Fritz
Tugendhat, ca. 1930s. Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat Archive, Vienna. Published in Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat, Ivo Hammer, and
Wolf Tegethoff, eds., Haus Tugendhat: Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, 3rd ed. (Basel: Birkhäuser, 2020), 71.
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Figure 2.23 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich, Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928-30, interior, garden level, night view of main
living area, west view. Photograph by Studio Rudolf de Sandalo, Brno, 1931. Courtesy of Brno City Museum. Published in Daniela
Hammer-Tugendhat, Ivo Hammer, and Wolf Tegethoff, eds., Haus Tugendhat: Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, 3rd ed. (Basel:
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Figure 2.24 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Brick Country House, 1924, project, plan. Published in Terence Riley and Barry Bergdoll,
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Archive, Vienna. Published in Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat, Ivo Hammer, and Wolf Tegethoff,
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Figure 2.26 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928-30, exterior, upper terrace looking west. Photograph by
Studio Rudolf de Sandalo, Brno, ca. 1930s. Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat Archive, Vienna. Published in Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat,
Ivo Hammer, and Wolf Tegethoff, eds., Haus Tugendhat: Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, 3rd ed. (Basel: Birkhäuser, 2020), 123.
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1930s. Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat Archive, Vienna. Published in Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat,
Ivo Hammer, and Wolf Tegethoff, eds., Haus Tugendhat: Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, 3rd ed.
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Figure 2.28 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich, Tugendhat House, 1928-30, exterior, upper terrace with Tugendhat children
playing. Photograph by Fritz Tugendhat, ca. 1930s. Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat Archive, Vienna. Published in Daniela HammerTugendhat, Ivo Hammer, and Wolf Tegethoff, eds., Haus Tugendhat: Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, 3rd ed. (Basel: Birkhäuser, 2020),
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Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat Archive, Vienna. Published in Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat, Ivo
Hammer, and Wolf Tegethoff, eds., Haus Tugendhat: Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, 3rd ed.
(Basel: Birkhäuser, 2020), 34.
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Figure 2.30 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928–30, interior, garden level, view of the entrance from the
library, with sideboard by Lilly Reich. Photograph by Fritz Tugendhat, ca. 1930s. Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat Archive, Vienna.
Published in Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat, Ivo Hammer, and Wolf Tegethoff, eds., Haus Tugendhat: Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, 3rd
ed. (Basel: Birkhäuser, 2020), 21.
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Figure 2.31 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich, Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928–30, interior, garden level, view of conservatory
from the entrance. Photograph by Fritz Tugendhat, ca. 1930s. Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat Archive, Vienna. Published in Daniela
Hammer-Tugendhat, Ivo Hammer, and Wolf Tegethoff, eds., Haus Tugendhat: Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, 3rd ed. (Basel:
Birkhäuser, 2020), 43.
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Figure 2.32 Sergius Ruegenberg, Caricature of Mies van der Rohe: “I must have a wall behind me,” ca. 1925. Published in Terence
Riley and Barry Bergdoll, eds., Mies in Berlin (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2001), 93.
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Figure 3.17 Karl Friedrich Schinkel, Prince Albrecht’s Palace, Berlin, 1829–33, detail of upper part of staircase with trompe-l’oeil
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Published in Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat, Ivo Hammer, and Wolf Tegethoff, eds., Haus Tugendhat: Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, 3rd
ed. (Basel: Birkhäuser, 2020), 196.

476
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2001), 275.

495
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Figure 3.52 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Robert F. Carr Memorial Chapel of Saint Savior, Illinois Institute of Technology, Chicago,
1962. Photograph by Hedrich-Blessing. Published in Franz Schulze and Edward Windhorst, Mies van der Rohe: Critical Biography,
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Riley and Barry Bergdoll, eds., Mies in Berlin (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2001),
185.
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Figure 3.54 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich, Haus Lange, interior, vestibule, 1930. Photograph by Berliner Bild-Bericht,
series no. 8. Published in Christiane Lange, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich: Furniture and Interiors (Ostfildern: Hantje
Cantz, 2006), 37.
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Figure 3.55 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich, Haus Esters, interior, vestibule, 1930, with fabric-covered partition wall open
at rear right. Photograph by Berliner Bild-Bericht, series no. 20. Published in Christiane Lange, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly
Reich: Furniture and Interiors (Ostfildern: Hantje Cantz, 2006), 47.
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Trustees of the British Museum.
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Figure 4.4 E. Angelou, Prostitute in a French Brothel During the Belle Époch,
stereoscopic photograph, ca. 1900. Published in Debra Coleman, Elizabeth Danze, and
Carol Henderson, eds., Architecture and Feminism (NY: Princeton Architectural Press,
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Figure 4.5 Bruno Paul, reception room, exhibited at the Grosse Berliner
Kunstausstellung, 1907. Published in Alfred Ziffer, ed., Bruno Paul: Deutsche
Raumkunst und Architektur zwischen Jugenstil und Moderne (Munich: Klinkhardt and
Biermann, 1992), 172.
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Figure 4.6 Bruno Paul, luxury cabin for the SS George Washington, 1908–09. Published in Alfred Ziffer, ed., Bruno Paul: Deutsche
Raumkunst und Architektur zwischen Jugenstil und Moderne (Munich: Klinkhardt and Biermann, 1992), 188.

Figure 4.7 Die Heidelberger Küche, exhibited in the Deutsche Werkbund exhibition Die
Wachsende Wohnung (the Growing Home) Cologne, 1929. Published in Karl J. Fischer,
“Etwas über die Neuzeitliche Küche,” Das Schöne Heim 33, no. 1 (October 1929): 41.
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Figure 4.8 Walter Gropius, Master’s House (Gropius House) at the Dessau Bauhaus, interior showing fabric curtain partition between
the living and dining areas. Photograph by Lucia Moholy, ca. 1927. Bauhaus-Archiv, Berlin. Published in Georg-W. Költzsch and
Margarita Tupitsyn, eds., Bauhaus: Dessau, Chicago, New York (Essen: Folkwang Museum, 2000), 131.
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Figure 4.9 Advertisement for outdoor curved privacy screens, ca. 1881, Illustrirte Frauen Zeitung (Berlin), July 11, 1881, 224.

Figure 4.10 Wilhelmine beach cabins with striped awnings, on the North Sea at
Westerland Beach, Sylt, ca. 1906. Published in Verkehrsbuch deutscher Eisenbahnen,
vol. 1 (Cologne: Greven and Bechtold, 1906), 18.
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Figure 4.11 Artist unknown, “The wonder of the deep – old lady’s first view of the sea,”
Punch Almanac, ca. 1860s, photo: whitemay, © DigitalVision Vectors via Getty Images.
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Figure 4.12 Artist unknown, “Crinoline for ever -- no bathing machine required. A hint for
the sea-side,” Punch Almanac, July 24, 1858, 31, photo courtesy of HathiTrust Digital
Library.
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uc1.$c190121&view=1up&seq=39&skin=2021
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Figure 4.13 Paul Klee, Ohne Titel (Aarelandschaft), 1900. Oil on canvas; folding screen in five parts. Private collection, Switzerland;
on loan to the Zentrum Paul Klee, Bern.
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Figure 4.14 Jean Dunand, Josephine Baker. Lacquered screen. Published in Alastair
Duncan, Art Deco Furniture: The French Designers (London: Thames and Hudson,
1984), 36.
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Figure 4.15 Michel Dufet, Art Deco design for a living room in collaboration with Louis Bureau. Published in Alastair Duncan, Art
Deco Furniture: The French Designers (London: Thames and Hudson, 1984), 61.

Figure 4.16 Lilly Reich, model dressing room, exhibited at the Deutscher Werkbund
exhibition Die Wohnung, Stuttgart, 1927. Mies van der Rohe Archive, Museum of
Modern Art, NY. Published in Magdalena Droste, “Lilly Reich: Her Career as an Artist,” in
Matilda McQuaid, Lilly Reich: Designer and Architect (New York: Museum of Modern Art,
1996), 53.
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Figure 4.17 Bruno Taut, House 19, Weissenhofsiedlung, Stuttgart, interior, view of study
alcove separated from main living space with a concertina partition. Published in Karin
Kirsch, The Weissenhofsiedlung: Experimental Housing Built for the Deutscher
Werkbund, Stuttgart, 1927 (New York: Rizzoli, 1989), 136.
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4.18 Hans Scharoun, Weissenhofsiedlung House, ground floor interior view, study, showing curtain room dividers, 1927. Published in
Gustav Adolf Platz, Wohnräume der Gegenwart (Berlin: Propyläen-Verlag, 1933), 310.
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4.19 Hans Scharoun, Weissenhofsiedlung House, ground floor interior view from living area to dining area, showing fabric partitions,
1927. Published in Gustav Adolf Platz, Wohnräume der Gegenwart (Berlin: Propyläen-Verlag, 1933), 311.

4.20 Gabriel Guevrekian, Halle eines Hauses in Paris-Auteuil (Hall of a house in ParisAuteuil), 1930, project. Published in Gustav Adolf Platz, Wohnräume der Gegenwart
(Berlin: Propyläen-Verlag, 1933), pl. XIII.
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Figure 4.21 Bruno Paul, Kuhn House, Leipzig, 1914, interior. Published in Gustav Adolf Platz, Wohnräume der Gegenwart (Berlin:
Propyläen-Verlag, 1933), 218.
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Figure 4.22 Marcel Breuer, Boroschek residence, Berlin, showing oriental carpets and curtain partition. Published in Gustav Adolf
Platz, Wohnräume der Gegenwart (Berlin: Propyläen-Verlag, 1933), 247.
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Figure 4.23 Ernst Lichtblau, model interior for a bedroom and dressing room, exhibited at the Internationalen Raumausstellung in
Cologne, 1931. Published in Gustav Adolf Platz, Wohnräume der Gegenwart (Berlin: Propyläen-Verlag, 1933), 391.
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Figure 4.24 Adolf Loos, Eisner Residence, Pilsen, 1929, interior view with fabric portière. Published in Gustav Adolf Platz,
Wohnräume der Gegenwart (Berlin: Propyläen-Verlag, 1933), 365.
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Figure 4.25 Erich Mendelsohn, Architect’s House, near Berlin, 1930, interior, lady’s room. Published in Gustav Adolf Platz,
Wohnräume der Gegenwart (Berlin: Propyläen-Verlag, 1933), 387.
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Figure 4.26 Hans and Wassilij Luckhardt, living room, Berlin-Dahlem, ca. early 1930s, with furniture designed by Mies. Published in
Gustav Adolf Platz, Wohnräume der Gegenwart (Berlin: Propyläen-Verlag, 1933), 435.
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Figure 4.27 Jacques Groag, living room design for the Werkbundsiedlung in Vienna, 1932. Published in Gustav Adolf Platz,
Wohnräume der Gegenwart (Berlin: Propyläen-Verlag, 1933), 233.
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Figure 4.28 Adolf Rading, living room exhibited at the Weissenhofsiedlung, Stuttgart, 1927, with accordion partition walls. Published
in Gustav Adolf Platz, Wohnräume der Gegenwart (Berlin: Propyläen-Verlag, 1933), 311.

530
Figure 4.29 Hans Scharoun, Single-Family House, interior, living and dining areas, exhibited at Luft und Haus für Alle (Fresh Air and
a House for All), Berlin, 1932. Published in Gustav Adolf Platz, Wohnräume der Gegenwart (Berlin: Propyläen-Verlag, 1933), 367.

Figure 4.30 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich, Tugendhat House, 1928-30,
interior, garden level, view past dining area to main lounge area. Published in Gustav
Adolf Platz, Wohnräume der Gegenwart (Berlin: Propyläen-Verlag, 1933), 314.
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Figure 4.31 Lilly Reich, studio apartment in a boarding house, exhibited at the Deutsche Bauausstellung (German Building
Exposition), Berlin, 1931. Published in Gustav Adolf Platz, Wohnräume der Gegenwart (Berlin: Propyläen-Verlag, 1933), 405.
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Figure 4.32 Kameki Tsuchiura, Architect’s House, Tokyo, 1932, interior, living area. Published in Gustav Adolf Platz, Wohnräume der
Gegenwart (Berlin: Propyläen-Verlag, 1933), 326.
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Figure 4.33 Kameki Tsuchiura, Architect’s House, Tokyo, 1932, interior, living area. Published in Gustav Adolf Platz, Wohnräume der
Gegenwart (Berlin: Propyläen-Verlag, 1933), 327.
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Figure 4.34 Ludwig Mies with unknown woman in Romania during WWI, ca. 1917. Published in Georgia van der Rohe, La Donna e
mobile: Mein bedingungsloses leben (Berlin: Aufbau- Taschenbuch-Verlag, 2006), pl. 2.
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Figure 4.35 Ludwig Mies with unknown women in Romania during WWI, ca. 1917. Published in Georgia van der Rohe, La Donna e
mobile: Mein bedingungsloses leben (Berlin: Aufbau- Taschenbuch-Verlag, 2006), pl. 3.
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Figure 4.36 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Apartment for a Bachelor, Berlin Building Exposition, 1931, interior view. Photograph by Curt
Rehbein. Published in Terence Riley and Barry Bergdoll, eds., Mies in Berlin (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2001), 267.

Figure 4.37 Unknown artist, cover illustration for Elisabet Neff, Auch allein—wohne fein:
die Wohnung der Junggesellin (Stuttgart: Franckh’sche Verlagshandlung, 1927).
Courtesy of the New York Public Library, Research Branch, New York.
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Figure 4.38 Herbert Bayer and Xanti Schawinsky on the beach in the south of France, 1928. Photograph by Irene Bayer. BauhausArchiv, Berlin. Published in Jeannine Fiedler and Peter Feierabend, eds., Bauhaus (Cologne: Könnemann, 1999), 115.
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Figure 4.39 Walter and Ise Gropius with guests on the roof terrace of the Master House at Dessau Bauhaus, ca. 1926–27. BauhausArchiv, Berlin. Published in Jeannine Fiedler and Peter Feierabend, eds., Bauhaus (Cologne: Könnemann, 1999), 115.

Figure 4.40 Walter Gropius, Master House, Dessau Bauhaus, 1925–26, exterior.
Published in Hans M. Wingler, Bauhaus: Weimar, Dessau, Berlin, Chicago (Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press, 1969), 409.
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Figure 4.41 Weisssenhofsiedlung, Stuttgart, 1927, aerial view of Döcker house (rear) and Max Taut houses (front). Photograph
courtesy of Landesbildstelle Stuttgart. Published in Richard Pommer and Christian F. Otto, Wiessenhof 1927 and the Modern
Movement in Architecture (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), pl. 167.
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Figure 4.42 Weissenhofsiedlung, looking south along Bruckmannweg, Max Taut’s house (no. 23) with square panels to left and
Mies’s apartment building to the right rear. In the foreground in Frank’s house and to the right, Rading’s house (with striped roof
terrace curtains). Photograph courtesy of Stadtarchiv Stuttgart. Published in Richard Pommer and Christian F. Otto, Wiessenhof
1927 and the Modern Movement in Architecture (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), pl. 110.
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Figure 4.43 Max Taut, Eichkamp Siedlung (Eichkamp Housing Complex) near Berlin, 1919–29. Published in Fritz Hellwag,
“Aufgaben für den Siedlungsarchitekten, zur Eichkamp-Siedlung von Max Taut,” Das Schöne Heim 7, no. 33 (April 1930): 261.
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Figure 4.44 Max Taut, Eichkamp Siedlung, near Berlin, 1919–29. Published in Fritz Hellwag, “Aufgaben für den
Siedlungsarchitekten, zur Eichkamp-Siedlung von Max Taut,” Das Schöne Heim 7, no. 33 (April 1930): 262.
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Figure 4.45 Hans Scharoun, Weissenhof House no. 33, Weissenhofsiedlung, Stuttgart, 1927, view from corner.
https://thecharnelhouse.org/2015/03/14/stuttgart-weisenhof-1927-modern-architecture-comes-into-its-own/#jp-carousel-24686
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Figure 4.46 Hans Scharoun, Weissenhof House no. 33, detail of striped curtain awning on roof terrace, attached to a metal armature.
https://thecharnelhouse.org/2015/03/14/stuttgart-weisenhof-1927-modern-architecture-comes-into-its-own/#jp-carousel-24686

Figure 4.47 Hans Scharoun, House no. 33, Weissenhofsiedlung, Stuttgart, 1927.
Photograph courtesy of Berlin Akademie der Künste. Published in Richard Pommer and
Christian F. Otto, Wiessenhof 1927 and the Modern Movement in Architecture (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1991), pl. 15.
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Figure 4.48 Weissenhofsiedlung, Stuttgart, 1927, view toward Peter Behrens’s apartment building, with Mart Stam’s row house at
right, ca. 1927. Photograph courtesy of Landesbildstelle Stuttgart. Published in Richard Pommer and Christian F. Otto, Wiessenhof
1927 and the Modern Movement in Architecture (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), pl. 112.

Figure 4.49 Weissenhofsiedlung, Stuttgart, 1927, view of Peter Behrens’s apartment
building, left, with Mart Stam’s row house at right, ca. 1930, detail showing striped
awnings on balconies of Behrens’s apartments, and Stam house roof terrace with
hanging curtains. Photograph courtesy of Landesbildstelle Stuttgart. Published in
Richard Pommer and Christian F. Otto, Wiessenhof 1927 and the Modern Movement in
Architecture (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), pl. 112.
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Figure 4.50 Walter Gropius, Gropius House, Weissenhofsiedlung, Stuttgart, 1927. Published in Werkbund Ausstellung Die Wohnung
Stuttgart 23. Juli – 9 Oktober 1927 (Essen: G. D. Baedeker, 1927), 276.

Figure 4.51 Weissenhofsiedlung, view with Gropius House roof terrace in the foreground
and Mies’s apartment block in the background left. Published in Richard Pommer and
Christian F. Otto, Wiessenhof 1927 and the Modern Movement in Architecture (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1991), pl. 10.
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Figure 4.52 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928–30, exterior, view
from garden with polygonum growing on terrace armature. Photograph by Fritz
Tugendhat. Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat Archive, Vienna. Published in Barry Bergdoll,
“The Nature of Mies’s Space,” in Terence Riley and Barry Bergdoll, eds., Mies in Berlin
(New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2001), 99.
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Figure 4.53 Adolf Rading, House no. 25, Weissenhofsiedlung, Stuttgart, 1927. Published in Werkbund Ausstellung Die Wohnung
Stuttgart 23. Juli – 9 Oktober 1927 (Essen: G. D. Baedeker, 1927), 287.
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Figure 4.54 Adolf G. Schneck, Schneck House, Weissenhofsiedlung, Stuttgart, 1927. Published inWerkbund Ausstellung Die
Wohnung Stuttgart 23. Juli – 9 Oktober 1927 (Essen: G. D. Baedeker, 1927), 267.

Figure 4.55 Adolf Schneck, House no. 12, Weissenhofsiedlung, Stuttgart, 1927,
bathroom terrace. Published in Gustav Adolf Platz, Wohnräume der Gegenwart (Berlin:
Propyläen-Verlag, 1933), 109.
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Figure 4.56 Richard Döcker, Döcker House, Weissenhofsiedlung, Stuttgart, 1927, woman exercising in rooftop gym. Published in
Beatriz Colomina, Manifesto Architecture: The Ghost of Mies (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2014), 27.
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Figure 4.57 Richard Döcker, Döcker House, Weissenhofsiedlung, Stuttgart, 1927. Published in Werkbund Ausstellung Die Wohnung
Stuttgart 23. Juli – 9 Oktober 1927 (Essen: G. D. Baedeker, 1927), 283.
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Figure 4.58 Wolfgang von Wersin, Koja Bad mit Sonnenterrassen (Bathroom/gym with sun terrace) exhibited at the Deutsche
Siedlungsausstellung (German Settlement Exposition), Munich, 1934, Die Wohnung section, showing wooden screen at left.
Published in Marie Therese Wieners, “Salon oder geselliger Familienkreis?”, Das Schöne Heim 6, no. 3 (December 1934): 79.
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Figure 4.59 Wolfgang von Wersin, Sonnenbad (sunbathing room), exhibited at the Deutsche Siedlungsausstellung, Munich, 1934,
Die Wohnung section. Published in Marie Therese Wieners, “Salon oder geselliger Familienkreis?”, Das Schöne Heim 6, no. 3
(December 1934): 77.
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Figure 4.60 Sven Markelius, Architect’s House, Nockeby near Stockholm, 1930, rooftop terrace with woman sunbathing. Published in
Gustav Adolf Platz, Wohnräume der Gegenwart (Berlin: Propyläen-Verlag, 1933), 341.
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Figure 4.61 Fritz Spannagel, Weekend Cabin, c. early 1930s, showing hinged doors opening to the garden and fabric curtain/walls.
Published in Gustav Adolf Platz, Wohnräume der Gegenwart (Berlin: Propyläen-Verlag, 1933), 342.
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Figure 4.62 Grete Schütte-Lihotzky, Weekend House, ca. 1929. Published in Wilhelm Schütte, “Vom Wochenendhaus,” Das Schöne
Heim 33, no. 1 (October 1929), 42.

Figure 4.63 Grete Schütte-Lihotsky, Weekend House, two interior views. Published in
W. Schütte, “Vom Wochenendhaus,” Das Schöne Heim 33, no. 1 (October 1929), 43.
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Figure 4.64 Anni Albers, room at the Harvard Graduate Center Dormitory, 1950. Image: collection Cranbrook Art Museum. Published
in Bauhaus: Dessau, Chicago, New York, 147

Chapter 5 illustrations

Figure 5.1 Emile-Jacques Ruhlmann (designer) and Gaveau (manufacturer), grand piano, 1924,
macassar ebony. Published in Alastair Duncan, Art Deco Furniture (London: Thames and
Hudson, 1984), 108.
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Figure 5.2 Émile-Jacques Ruhlmann, Office for the Colonial Minister, exhibited at the Exposition
Colonial, Paris, 1931. Published in Alastair Duncan, Art Deco Furniture (London: Thames and
Hudson, 1984), 153.
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Figure 5.3 Jules Isnard Dransy, Visit the Paris Colonial Exhibition, 1931, poster. Published in
Rebecca Peabody, Steven Nelson, and Dominic Thomas, eds., Visualizing Empire: Africa,
Europe, and the Politics of Representation (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2021), 40.
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Figure 5.4 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, sideboard from Tugendhat House, 1930, wood, macassar ebony veneer, maple veneer,
chrome-plated tubular steel. Published in Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat, Ivo Hammer, and Wolf Tegethoff, eds., Tugendhat House:
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, 3rd ed. (Basel: Birkhäuser, 2020), 188.
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Figure 5.5 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe (designer) and Anton Pôssenbacer (manufacturer, attrib.), desk with three drawers, designed
for the women’s sitting room, Haus Lange, Krefeld, 1930, wood core plywood, macassar veneer. Published in Christiane Lange,
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich: Furniture and Interiors (Ostfildern: Hantje Cantz, 2006), 118.

Figure 5.6 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich, Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928-30,
interior, garden level, view of study toward dining room. Photograph by Kay Fingerle, 2000.
Published in Terence Riley and Barry Bergdoll, eds., Mies in Berlin (New York: Museum of
Modern Art, 2001), 245.
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Figure 5.7 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich, Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928–30, interior, upper level, Hanna Tugendhat’s
room with zebrawood veneer. Photograph by Atelier de Sandalo. Courtesy of Brno City Museum. Published in Daniele HammerTugendhat, Ivo Hammer, and Wolf Tegethoff, eds., The Tugendhat House: Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, 3rd ed. (Basel: Birkhäuser,
2020), 233.

Figure 5.8 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Haus Lange, 1927–30, exterior, front door, macassar
wood. Published in Julian Heynen, Ein Ort Für Kunst/A Place For Art. Ludwig Mies van der
Rohe, Haus Lange -- Haus Esters (Krefeld: Krefelder Kunstmuseen, 1995), 35.
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Figure 5.9 Émile-Jacques Ruhlmann, office exhibited at the Exposition Colonial, Paris, 1931,
detail of wall treatment. Published in Alastair Duncan, Art Deco Furniture (London: Thames and
Hudson, 1984), 153.
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Figure 5.10 Fritz August Breuhaus de Groot (designer) and Vereinigte Werkstätten, Munich (manufacturer), three-shelf plant stand,
ca. 1929. Published in Karl J. Fischer, “Eigenheim und Blumenschmuck,” in Das Schöne Heim 33, no. 10 (July 1930): 29.

Figure 5.11 Leo Frobenius, “Methods of building of the Hyläa. Post structure of Bajansi
rainforest trunks at Kuilu in southern Kongo Kassaibecken.” Photograph, ca. 1923. Published in
Leo Frobenius, Das Unbekannte Afrika. Aufhellung der Schicksale eines Erdteils (Munich: C. H.
Becksche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1923), pl. 1.
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Figure 5.12 Leo Frobenius, “Ethiopian wood frame house with walls formed of sewn mats; Hamitic straw basketwork house with mat
covering.” Photograph, ca. 1923. Published in Leo Frobenius, Das Unbekannte Afrika. Aufhellung der Schicksale eines Erdteils
(Munich: C. H. Becksche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1923), pl. 96
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Figure 5.13 Leo Frobenius, “Asian architecture in North Africa. Wall cladding of an Arab house in Cairo.” Photograph, ca. 1923.
Published in Leo Frobenius, Das Unbekannte Afrika. Aufhellung der Schicksale eines Erdteils (Munich: C. H. Becksche
Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1923), pl. 156.

Figure 5.14 Deutsche Afrika-Linien, Woermann-Linie, Deutsche Ost-Afrika-Linie, cover
illustration, pocket handbook for passengers, 1927/28. © DAL/JTE Group. Deutsche AfrikaLinien/John T. Essberger Group, Picture Archive – Paintings.
https://www.rantzau.de/group/gallery/10?name=Paintings#
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Figure 5.15 Ottomar C. J. Anton, HAPAG Mittelmeerfahrten, poster, 1956. Van Sabben Poster
Auctions, Auction 57, July 21, 2021, lot 518.
https://www.vansabbenauctions.nl/designer/?designer=Anton
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Figure 5.16 Hans Makart, Makart Studio, Vienna, ca. 1875. Published in Gustav Adolf Platz, Wohnräume der Gegenwart (Berlin:
Propyläen-Verlag, 1933), 197.
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Figure 5.17 Heinrich L. Dietz (?), Herbertshof (Herbert M. Gutman House), Potsdam, “Moorish Room” (aka “Arabicum”) with
woodwork from a house in Damascus, ca. 1926. Photograph by Marta Huth. Published in Jan Thomas Köhler, Jan Maruhn, and Nina
Senger, eds. Berliner Lebenswelten der zwanziger Jahre. Bilder einer untergegangenen Kultur (Frankfurt am Main: Vito von
Eichborn, 1996), 71.

Figure 5.18 Photo of the Weimar “New Woman,” ca. 1929. Published in Karl J. Fischer,
“Welchen Fussboden Wähle ich für meine Wohnung?”, Das Schöne Heim 33, no. 2 (November
1929): 88.
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Figure 5.19 Marcel Breuer, Paul Boroschek residence, Berlin, 1930, interior view with oriental
carpets and curtain partition, 1930. Photograph by Martha Huth. Published in Jan Thomas
Köhler, Jan Maruhn, and Nina Senger, eds. Berliner Lebenswelten der zwanziger Jahre. Bilder
einer untergegangenen Kultur (Frankfurt am Main: Vito von Eichborn, 1996), 23.
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Figure 5.20 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich, Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928–30, interior, upper level, Fritz Tugendhat’s
study. Photograph by David Židlickyy, Brno. Published in Daniele Hammer-Tugendhat, Ivo Hammer, and Wolf Tegethoff, eds., The
Tugendhat House: Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, 3rd ed. (Basel: Birkhäuser, 2020), 238.
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Figure 5.21 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich, Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928–30, interior, upper level, nanny Irene
Kalkofen’s room, looking east, ca. 1930s. Published in Daniele Hammer-Tugendhat, Ivo Hammer, and Wolf Tegethoff, eds., The
Tugendhat House: Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, 3rd ed. (Basel: Birkhäuser, 2020), 128.
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Figure 5.22 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich, Tugendhat House, Brno, 1928–30, interior, garden level, library with bridge
table by Mies van der Rohe, with Brno chairs. Photograph by Fritz Tugendhat. Daniele Hammer-Tugendhat Archive, Vienna.
Published in Daniele Hammer-Tugendhat, Ivo Hammer, and Wolf Tegethoff, eds., The Tugendhat House: Ludwig Mies van der
Rohe, 3rd ed. (Basel: Birkhäuser, 2020), 239.
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Figure 5.23 Ludwig Mies, Riehl House, 1906-07, interior, Alois Riehl’s study. Published in Fritz Neumeyer, The Artless Word: Mies
van der Rohe on the Building Art, trans. Mark Jarzombek (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1991), 41.
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Figure 5.24 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich, Hermann Lange House, 1927–30, interior, hall. Photograph by Wilhelm
Niemann, Berliner Bildbericht photo agency, 1930, series no. 9. Published in Christiane Lange, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly
Reich: Furniture and Interiors (Ostfildern: Hantje Cantz, 2006), 38.
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Figure 5.25 Lilly Reich, Ilse Schäppi Apartment, Berlin, 1938. Published in Christiane Lange, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly
Reich: Furniture and Interiors (Ostfildern: Hantje Cantz, 2006), 20.

Figure 5.26 Willi Baumeister, Wie wohnen? Die Wohnung (How Should We Live? The
Dwelling), Werkbund Ausstellung, Juli–Sept 1927 Stuttgart, 1927, lithograph. Museum of
Modern Art, New York, acc. no. 364.1950.
© 2022 Willi Baumeister / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / VG Bild-Kunst, Germany.
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Figure 5.27 Willi Baumeister, Wie wohnen? Die Wohnung (How Should We Live? The
Dwelling), Werkbund Ausstellung, Juli–Sept 1927 Stuttgart, 1927, lithograph, alternate version.
Museum of Modern Art, New York, acc. no. 365.2011.
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Figure 5.28 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Tugendhat House, Brno 1928–30, perspective view of living room, pencil on tracing paper.
Published in Terence Riley and Barry Bergdoll, eds., Mies in Berlin (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2001), 243.
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Figure 5.29 Schwäbischer Kunst-Verlag Hans Boetticher (publisher), Stuttgart, Weissenhofsiedlung, Araberdorf, postcard with
photomontage of the Weissenhofsiedlung, Stuttgart. Published in Thomas Elsaesser “The Architectural Postcard: Photography,
Cinema, and Modernist Mass Media,” Grey Room 70 (Winter 2018). http://www.greyroom.org/issues/70/81/the-architecturalpostcard-photography-cinema-and-modernist-mass-media/

